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ABSTRACT
Community colleges have an important, civic mission to serve the educational needs of
the public. Often, community colleges will serve a disproportionate number of students
belonging to ethnic minority groups and students of lower socioeconomic status (Cross
& Atinde, 2015). Unfortunately, community college students experience lower levels of
academic success, often displaying lower academic achievement and degree completion
(Dougherty et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2017). Many studies have sought to
understand college student success and investigate ways to bolster student attainment.
Research in the field of organizational psychology has developed theories related to
psychological capital (PsyCap), psychological constructs that have been shown to have
a positive influence on personal outcomes, including academics (Luthans et al., 2015).
This study explores the influence of PsyCap on academic achievement in community
college students. A total of 209 students attending a Northeastern community college
were recruited to participate in this study. At the start of the semester, student
participants were given a series of scales related to PsyCap, academic distress, and
collegiate adjustment, and their GPA at the end of the semester was recorded. Parallel
mediation analysis was conducted on the data to investigate effects between PsyCap and
the mediating variables on GPA. Evidence for a complete mediation effect between
PsyCap and academic distress was uncovered. This could suggest that PsyCap has a
positive influence on student GPA, by reducing students’ amount of anxiety about
academics, allowing them to be successful in their classes. The limitations and
implications of this finding are discussed, and recommendations for policy and future
research are offered.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Community colleges offer academic opportunity to a wide variety of students and
present a path to 4-year post-secondary institutions. The fact that community college
students experience less academic success traditionally than their 4-year counterparts
is concerning; particularly when comparing graduation rates (National Center for
Higher Education Management Statistics [NCHEMS], 2018). Many post-secondary
students struggle with adjustment to college life and become distressed regarding their
academic pursuits (Zajacova et al., 2005), with these factors impeding academic
success (Lockard et al., 2012). Community college students not only share these
concerns, but also have their own unique issues (Martin et al., 2014). Community
colleges offer higher education access to marginalized students--- students that
traditionally have been denied equal and equitable access to education due to their
race, ethnicity, gender, or economic status (Cross & Atinde, 2015). These underserved
students continue to experience difficulty in college even when access is granted,
therefore identifying and addressing issues with student success is critical.
Significance of the Problem
Community colleges are tasked with a difficult, multidimensional mission:
provide education and opportunity to all students, particularly disadvantaged students.
The mission that drives community colleges is to deliver on the American ideal of
opportunity for all, but the effects of inequality and inequity hamper this goal
(Dougherty et al., 2017). Unfortunately, a major issue faced by community colleges is
poor completion rates. The rate of students completing college degrees at community
college students is poor, with graduation rates being less than half that of 4-year
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colleges (Dougherty et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 2017). Most troublingly, this
effect is particularly salient with the marginalized students that community colleges
are meant to serve, mainly students belonging to ethnic minority groups and low
economic status (Shapiro et al., 2017; Walpole, 2003). Because of the high percentage
of these underserved students, it is critically important to identify ways to support
students attending community colleges in order to increase academic success.
Multiple studies have shown that psychological factors can have a protective
effect with students experiencing academic distress and can improve academic success
(Flemming et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). These
psychological factors create a repertoire of cognitive skills that can be described as a
form of personal, psychological capital. These psychological factors may be able to
influence student success, and thus programs and interventions designed to develop
these assets would be of benefit to students. The intention of this research is to provide
foundational data on how psychological capital influences community college student
success.
Theoretical Framework
Students struggle with academic success for multiple reasons, reasons not often
connected to academic ability (Pancer et al., 2000). Previous studies have shown that
collegiate adjustment and academic distress influence a student’s academic success,
becoming barriers that impede a student’s attainment (Kuh et al., 2007). Identifying
factors that have a positive influence on student success is critical (Gerdes &
Mallinckrodt, 1994).
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This research attempts to investigate potential factors that could have a positive
influence on student success by affecting academic distress and collegiate adjustment.
Two primary theories lay the foundation for this study: the broaden and build theory
of positive emotions [BBM] (Fredrickson, 2001), and the conservation of resources
theory [COV] (Hobfoll, 1989).
Fredrickson’s (2001) BBM is a foundational theory in positive psychology,
focusing on the effect of positive emotional states on well-being and success. This
theory speculates that positive emotions have a beneficial effect on individuals by
strengthening resiliency and adaptive coping. Positive emotions help broaden and
develop cognitive functioning, allowing an individual to endure negative emotional
states and process external stress. Even transitory positive emotions can have an
enduring effect on an individual’s well-being by creating a continual and
compounding effect of positive psychological processes (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002;
2018).
The conservation of resources [COR] theory (Hobfoll, 1989) is a major theory
in the research on stress and informs this study, as well. According to COR, people
strive to acquire, maintain, and protect resources (including psychological resources)
that will benefit them. As they experience stress, individuals utilize resources as
efficiently as possible to minimize depletion. As resources are depleted, an individual
feels dissonance and strives to replenish the resources or risk being overwhelmed.
Individuals with more resources at their disposal are better able to respond to external
stressors, able to use resources more efficiently, and ultimately be successful (Hobfoll
& Shirom, 1993). Psychological resources can also create “gain spirals,” where
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resources can be used synergistically to build additional resources (Hobfoll & Shirom,
2000).
These two theories serve as important foundations for the theory of
psychological capital (PsyCap). Research in organizational psychology suggests that
positive psychological resources contribute to positive outcomes (Luthans, 2002).
PsyCap draws from positive psychology, focusing on beneficial emotional factors that
form a psychological resource that can be used to respond to stress. PsyCap is
considered a state-like construct encompassing the psychological constructs of hope,
efficacy, resilience, and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007a). These constructs can be
developed and fostered within people and have been linked to success in multiple
arenas, with each element independently connected to collegiate success (Luthans et
al., 2012). Although limited research has been conducted on PsyCap and academic
success, much evidence suggests that PsyCap would be related to positive academic
outcomes (Luthans et al., 2012).
Variables of Interest
Academic Success
Many studies have explored the concept of “academic success” however the
conceptual or operational definitions of academic success vary greatly (York et al.,
2015). The definitions are complicated not only by the general difficulty of defining
learning and development, but also by the focus on specific outcome measures (Tinto
& Pusser, 2006). Indeed, the meaning of academic success varies depending on the
assessor as well as a multitude of different stakeholders including college
administrators, faculty, employers, and the students themselves.
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York and colleagues (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of studies focusing on
academic success to synthesize a concise definition and model. Building on Kuh et
al.’s (2007) definition of academic success, York and colleagues (2015) defined
academic success as “…academic achievement, attainment of learning objectives,
acquisition of desired skills and competencies, satisfaction, persistence, and postcollege performance” (p. 5). By this definition, each aspect is an important component
of academic success, and academic success is a multifaceted, higher-order construct.
York and colleagues (2015) and Kuh et al. (2007) identified academic achievement as
the most common measure of success, with GPA being the common operationalization
of achievement. As such, this study will investigate academic achievement utilizing
GPA as the primary measure.
Collegiate Adjustment
Transition to college is an important and, at times, tempestuous stage resulting
in a number of personal issues. Generally, this is when a person begins independent
living in some form, thereby limiting their access to family support (Budescu &
Silverman, 2016; Fuligni, 2007). This is also often when people are beginning to form
intimate relationships, both romantic and platonic, and may struggle with feelings of
isolation (Erikson & Erikson, 1997). Indeed, students may experience the first
significant sexual encounters, relationship stress, and break-ups of their lives (Kay &
Schwartz, 2010). College life is very different from secondary schooling, with
students needing to fulfill significant academic demands with limited familial and
social support (Brown et al., 2002). This requires students to be self-reliant and is a
major source of stress for college students (Cook, 2007; Pancer et al., 2000).
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Adjustment issues related to college life affect both traditional and non-traditional
students attending all colleges. Collegiate adjustment can be thought of as the
adaptation to both a new phase of life, as well as the significantly new environment
that college represents. Traditional students, students entering college directly from
secondary school, clearly experience a new environment in college compared to
secondary school, as well as a new phase of life as they transition from adolescence to
adulthood (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Erikson & Erikson, 1997). Non-traditional
students, students that are often part-time, older, and taking care of dependents, are
also experiencing a demand to adjust to a new environment, attending college for the
first-time or after a significant break from academics, often with a multitude of other
responsibilities to manage (Mullin, 2012). These stressors require students to cope
with the demands of the environment and adapt to them. Without this adaptation,
students do not adjust and remain distressed. Poor collegiate adjustment is related to
poor academic performance (Baker & Siryk, 1984), poor retention (Woosley, 2003),
psychological distress (Fiori & Consedine, 2013), and medical issues (Wengreen &
Moncur, 2009).
Baker and Siryk (1984) theorized that collegiate adjustment was the need for
students to adequately respond to the college environment, creating a
multidimensional taxonomy with collegiate adjustment including adjusting to
academic demands, social life, emotional response, and connection to the institution.
The authors created the widely used Student Adaption to College Questionnaire
(SAQC) to assess collegiate adjustment (Baker & Siryk, 1989). Research into the
construct of collegiate adjustment has suggested that low ratings of collegiate
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adjustment are related to poor academic performance, reduced retention, and increased
mental health issues (Baker & Siryk, 1984, 1989; Fiori & Consedine, 2013; Woosley,
2003).
Academic Distress
By its nature, collegiate academic studies are difficult and create stress for the
students. The demands of college, the need to adjust, and the student’s personal
expectations are all stressors that require response (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Beiter et al.,
2015). Of course, stress is not necessarily detrimental. The classic Yerkes-Dodson law
suggests that moderate stress can stimulate motivation and success. However, too
much stress can quickly overwhelm an individual into inaction (Yerkes & Dodson,
1908). This too can be seen with academic studies. The demands of collegiate studies
require new skills and responses to new challenges, and this causes stress. When
students do not feel that they can adequately respond to the stresses of college,
maladaptive anxiety can engulf them and impede their success. This anxiety related to
academics can be termed academic distress: anxiety related to academics, college
attendance, study, or college related pressures such as student loan debt (Burdman,
2005; Jones et al., 2016; Lockard et al., 2011). Once this maladaptive anxiety takes
root, academic distress can impede college success by impacting memory,
concentration, and stifling motivation (Baumeister et al., 2003; Buchwald, 2010; Jones
et al., 2016).
Mental health issues and general adjustment to college increase levels of
academic distress. Lockard and colleagues (2012) define academic distress as
“students’ concerns related to their academic motivation, confidence, concentration,
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enjoyment, and ability to complete their coursework” (p 234). When in distress,
students feel overwhelmed and struggle to set or meet academic goals (Choi et al.,
2010). Academic distress has a negative influence on college success and retention,
adversely affecting concentration, motivation, and learning (Fleming et al., 2018).
Because of the real-world impact on attrition, academic distress is an important issue
that postsecondary institutions, including 2-year community colleges, need to
consider.
Psychological Capital
The theory of psychological capital (PsyCap) emerged in response to Martin
Seligman’s (1999) call for “positive psychology”: a focus on the healthy and
protective qualities of people rather than the traditional focus on negative mental
processes (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Luthans (2002) replied to this charge
with research into positive organizational behavior (POB), the “study and applicability
of positively orientated human resource strengths and psychological capacities…”
(p.59). Luthans and colleagues (2004) expanded on this and created the theory of
psychological capital, a state-like construct that encompasses four established
psychological constructs of hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism. Unlike Bordieu’s
(1977) theory of social, economic, and cultural capital, where capital is the tangible
and intangible benefits that are acquired by a person, psychological capital is
concerned with an individual’s response to experiences and their personal worldview
(Luthans et al., 2004).
Each of the elements of psychological capital have been independently
researched. Snyder and colleagues (1991) conceptualized hope as “a positive
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motivational state based on an interactively derived sense of (a) agency (goal-directed
energy) and (b) pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder et al., 1991c, p 287).
Hope includes the determination to follow goals, and the ability to create alternate
methods to achieve goals (Snyder et al., 1991). The construct of efficacy comes from
Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory and is defined as a person’s confidence about
his or her abilities to execute tasks within a given context (Bandura, 1997; Stakkovic
& Luthans, 1998). High efficacy results in people having confidence that they will
perform successfully in a situation and has been expanded to encompass job and role
specific efficacy (Stakkovic & Luthans, 1998). Established in the field of
developmental psychology, resilience is a person’s ability to rebound following
negative events such as conflict and adversity (Luthans, 2002). Resilient people are
able to positively adapt and respond to difficulty and failure (Masten, et al. 2009).
Optimism is defined as a positive explanatory style where a person views positive
events to personal causes and negative events to situational factors (Seligman, 1998;
Carver et al., 2009). Optimistic people tend to have an expectation of positive
outcomes (Carver et al., 2009). Each of these constructs has been validated by
numerous research studies, however, Luthans and colleagues (2015) propose that these
constructs are not wholly independent. Instead, the theory of psychological capital
suggests that these constructs are an interactive and synergistic set of psychological
resources that benefit the individual.
Research in PsyCap originated in the field of industrial and organizational
psychology and has been since utilized across a wide variety of fields (Luthans et al.,
2015). Broadly speaking, PsyCap has been found to be strongly related to attitudes and
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behaviors that lead to positive outcomes (Avey et al., 2011). PsyCap has been applied
to multiple cultural and professional contexts (Luthans et al., 2015) and appears to be
a better outcome predictor than any of the individual constructs that comprise it
(Luthans et al., 2007b). Researchers have called for deeper investigation into the
construct and how it can be fostered within people (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan,
2017).
The relationship between PsyCap and positive academic outcomes is a budding
direction in positive psychology research. The individual constructs of PsyCap have
been extensively researched in relation to academic outcomes, with studies finding
each construct has a positive relationship with a wide variety of student outcomes
(summarized in Luthans et al., 2012; Liran & Miller, 2019). Considering previous
research showing that PsyCap mirrors the individual effects of hope, efficacy,
resilience, and optimism on outcomes (Luthans et al., 2007), it would be expected that
PsyCap would have a positive effect on student outcomes. To date, however, there is a
dearth of research regarding PsyCap and academic success (Liran & Miller, 2019).
Research with academic PsyCap has focused on undergraduate students and academic
achievement (Luthans et al., 2012), engagement (Siu et al., 2014), adjustment (Liran
& Miller, 2019), and stress (Avey et al., 2011). The majority of research into academic
PsyCap has been conducted on business school students and international
undergraduate students. Though an important topic, research on PsyCap and college
students is in its infancy, and, to the author’s knowledge, no studies to date have
explored the effects of PsyCap on community college students.
Purpose of this Study

10

The purpose of this research study is to explore the relationship between
psychological capital, college success, academic distress, and collegiate adjustment
among community college students. Additionally, through qualitative methods, this
research attempts to explore how community college students characterize their
experiences with academic success and distress, and to what extent the elements of
PsyCap influence their success. Ultimately, findings from this study add to the
growing body of research on PsyCap and college students, as well as acknowledging
the often-neglected population of community college students in academic research.
Research Questions and Study Design
This study explores the effect of positive psychological capital on collegiate
adjustment and academic distress, and its influence on student outcomes—specifically
on academic achievement. There are three core research questions that guide this
study.
Research Question 1: Does psychological capital have an effect on student
academic achievement?
Research Question 2: Does psychological capital influence collegiate
adjustment?
Research Question 3: Does psychological capital influence academic distress?
These three research questions are related to psychological capital and a
possible predictive effect on academic success. Following the theoretical framework
presented previously, it is possible that PsyCap could predict academic achievement
through the influence of positive emotional responses, and the use of psychological
assets to overcome stress. Having the psychological assets of PsyCap would allow an
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individual to respond to stresses related to collegiate studies and achieve academic
success (Research Question 1). Additionally, through grain spirals, the tendency for
positive psychological resources to compound and increase (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2000),
PsyCap could in turn foster collegiate adjustment (Research Question 3), and the
positive emotional states accompanying PsyCap could dampen the effect of negative
emotional states such as academic distress (Research Question 2).
To answer these research questions, the relationship between the constructs of
psychological capital, collegiate adjustment, academic distress, and academic
achievement must be explored. A correlational study design will be utilized to assess
these relationships, comparing ratings of PsyCap to ratings of collegiate adjustment
and academic distress, and utilizing grade point average (GPA) as an outcome variable
of academic achievement.
This study has three hypotheses corresponding to the research questions above.
H1: There will be a significant, direct relationship with ratings of PsyCap and
GPA.
H2 & 3: There will be an indirect, mediational relationship between ratings of
PsyCap and the mediating variables, specifically PsyCap will have an influence on
rating of collegiate adjustment and academic distress.
Significance of the Study
Collegiate education is a goal for many people in our society. The benefits of
higher education are well established, with many people seeking a college degree for
their betterment. Considering this, it is troubling that situational, societal, and personal
barriers exist, and these can negatively affect academic attainment. This is especially
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concerning for community college students who, often coming from an
underprivileged background, struggle academically and this struggle has far-reaching
consequences. Understanding the struggles with and barriers to academic success is
important if strategies are to be implemented to aid students.
Community college students are an often-neglected population in higher
education research, and this study aims to respond to this deficit by contributing to the
literature on community college students. This researcher proposes that the construct
of PsyCap might have a positive effect on academic success directly as well as
affecting additional factors that influence success. To the author’s knowledge, this is
the first study to investigate the potential effects of PsyCap with community college
student success. If the hypotheses of this study are supported, future research can
begin to explore means of fostering this construct in students in order to increase
success.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Importance of Post-Secondary Education
Higher education is lauded as a pathway for a better life. An extensive body of
research has supported this idea by showing how college education relates to multiple
positive outcomes including higher income, higher employment rates, and decreased
poverty (Attewell & Lavin, 2007; Carneval et al., 2011). Growth of college enrollment
over the last several decades suggests that people are trying to achieve these benefits
in increasing numbers (Bailey & Dynarski, 2011). Different pathways to higher
education exist, and one of the most common ways for students to begin postsecondary education is through community colleges, with community colleges serving
at least a third of all undergraduate students and some studies suggesting over 40% of
college students attend community colleges (de Bray et al., 2019; Fink & Jenkins,
2020).
As post-secondary education has become more accessible for Americans, more
students have been enrolling in college than ever before (Snyder & Dillow, 2013).
This has translated into higher socioeconomic status for individuals, greater
generational wealth, and increased access to higher education for their children
(Attewll & Lavin, 2007; Chetty et al., 2017). College education has also been
associated with positive personal outcomes including increased physical health,
reported life satisfaction, emotional health, and welfare of offspring (Mayhew et al.,
2016). This increase in enrollment comes with unique challenges. There are higher
rates of mental illness on college campuses than in the past, likely connected to an
increase of accessibility due to psychotropic medications (Schwartz, 2006). Also,
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more students with disabilities are able to attend college than ever before, with the
United States Government Accountability Office [GAO] identifying a dramatic
increase in disability accommodation requests after the year 2000, a trend that has
continued to the present (de Bray et al., 2019; GAO, 2009).
Improved access to higher education is a positive trend, as it shows more
people from vulnerable populations are increasingly able to attend college, but there is
a concern that these students will not be adequately supported once they arrive.
Specifically, if students have been ill-prepared through their secondary education, they
will find difficulty succeeding in college where there are fewer support systems in
place. In a ‘sink or swim’ situation, students without adequate support struggle to stay
afloat. The result is significant first year drop-out rates at post-secondary institutions
of almost twenty percent (19%), effectively ending a student’s progress forward (U.S.
Department of Education, 2018). Forty percent of students will not complete 4-year
degrees within six years, potentially never finishing (U.S. Department of Education,
2018). Considering that the modern college students are also experiencing increasingly
complex mental health issues, as well as interpersonal and adjustment issues, it is
unfortunate— but unsurprising—that the attrition rates are twice as high for students
with significant mental illness or disabilities (Kessler et al., 1995; Kuh, et al., 2007).
This suggests that students with additional needs require further support to be
successful with their higher education goals.
Community College Students and Student Success
Community colleges have been seen as a democratizing force, offering a path
to higher education through open enrollment (Cohen et al., 2013). The open-access
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model and lower tuition costs of community colleges improves accessibility and
allows for transition to 4-year colleges or obtaining associates degrees (Palmadessa,
2017). Additionally, community colleges offer technical and vocational training
programs aimed at employment, as well as programs to support high-school students’
transition into higher education (Clotfelter et al., 2013; Dougherty & Townsend, 2006;
Martin et al., 2014). Research has traditionally shown that over 40% of American
college students attend a community college at some point in their career (U.S.
Department of Education, 2019).
While community colleges share many of the same concerns as their 4-year
counterparts, community colleges are unique institutions and face diverse challenges.
This is concerning because students belonging to underserved marginalized groups
and lower-income families have greater difficulty moving on to post-secondary
education, potentially due to lack of resources available to them at the high school
level (Wilson, 2016). This would normally bar these students from college, but
community colleges present a stepping-stone to 4-year institutions to pursue advanced
degrees by allowing students to complete college classes to demonstrate college
readiness for transfer to 4-year institutions and offering 2-year associates degrees.
Additionally, community colleges offer technical and vocational training programs
aimed at increasing employment opportunities for students (Clotfelter et al., 2013;
Dougherty & Townsend, 2006; Martin et al., 2014).
As most community colleges have open enrollment, the institutions most
especially offer opportunity to those greatly affected by poverty and limited resources.
Community colleges will often serve a much higher percentage of students from
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marginalized backgrounds, including students of lower socioeconomic status and
ethnic minority groups (Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016; National Center for Public
Policy and Higher Education, 2011). Almost half of Pell recipients attend a
community college, and these institutions serve a disproportionate amount of minority
students, especially Hispanic and Native American students, with 40% of Hispanic
students attending a community college at some point in their academic career
(Broton, 2019; Kim & Diaz, 2013; Palmadessa, 2017). The percentage of ethnic
minorities is often higher at 2-year community colleges than at local 4-year colleges;
the most recent trends suggest half of all Hispanic and Native American students are
currently attending a community college (AACC, 2021; National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2005). Also, students attending community colleges are
frequently “non-traditional” in the sense that they are older, with the average age
being 28 years old, attending on a part-time basis, and are working full-time jobs or
taking care of children (ACHA, 2018; D’nn Lovell & Scott, 2019; Bundy & Benshoff,
2000; Townsend & Twombly, 2007). In addition to the challenges faced by
marginalized and non-traditional students, community college students are reporting
high rates of mental illness, interpersonal issues, domestic violence, homelessness, and
elevated suicidal ideation (Quinn, 2014 summarized in Epstein, 2018).
Considering the goals of the community college, the fact that students
attending such schools are not completing degrees is distressing. Data from the
Department of Education consistently demonstrates poor completion rates with
community college students, with only 30% of students earning a 2-year associate's
degree within three years (NCHEMS, 2018). Even more troubling is the research
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showing that of college students that start at a community college, only 14% continue
on to earn a bachelor’s degree (Jenkins & Fink, 2016). It also appears that while
community college students who transfer to a 4-year institution do as well as their
counterparts, there are fewer transferring to complete baccalaureate degrees in the first
place (Xu et al., 2018; Melguizo, et al., 2011). While the majority of community
college students state that their goal is obtaining a bachelor’s degree, few complete
this goal (Broton, 2019; Jacob & Linkow, 2011). Students have multiple reasons for
dropping out of college, many citing issues of increasing cost, poor academic
preparation, unsatisfying college experience, and additional life stressors as reasons
for withdrawal (Casanova et al., 2021; Dwyer et al., 2013; McKinney et al., 2018). It
is especially concerning that poor retention and academic performance are
disproportionately present with marginalized students, including students belonging to
an ethnic minority and non-traditional students (King, 2003; Zajacova et al, 2005).
Because of low completion trends, community colleges face increased
demands on accountability. Community colleges have been expected to broaden their
mission by providing additional educational options and better academic support
(Cohen, et al., 2013), yet these increases in services provided are often not matched
with increased funding. Two-year community colleges are disproportionately affected
by state budgeting limitations, with funding options being particularly affected by the
Great Recession (Barr & Turner, 2013). In essence, community colleges are expected
to do much more with less funding from federal, state, and local governments
(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).
Characteristics of Community College students
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The students enrolled at community colleges belong to traditional and nontraditional student categories. Traditional students are conceptualized as recent high
school graduates who have been accepted to a 4-year institution, will immediately
attend full time, have no dependents, and will work less than 20 hours a week
(American College Health Association, 2018). This kind of student once constituted
the majority of American college students however, with increase in access and
funding for education, a growing percentage of college students are “nontraditional”
(Mullin, 2012). In essence, non-traditional student are students who may be older
(over 21), may attend part-time, may work full-time, and may be taking care of
dependents such as children or aging family members (American College Health
Association, 2018; Bundy & Benshoff, 2000; Townsend & Twombly, 2007).
Open-access enrollment and reduced tuition cost of community colleges have
also increased the percentage of students belonging to marginalized groups attending
these institutions. These students are frequently students who have been traditionally
excluded from higher education due to inequitable or prejudiced practices, and
situational barriers preventing them from attending college (Albright & Hurd, 2019;
Cuellar & Gándara, 2021; Evans et al., 2017). The established mission of community
colleges is to increase access to marginalized students (President’s Commission on
Higher Education, 1947; Palmadessa, 2017), and the open-enrollment policies at most
community colleges do just that (Cohen et al., 2013). As such, when compared to 4year institutions, community colleges will often serve a much higher percentage of
students from vulnerable backgrounds, including students of lower socioeconomic
status and ethnic minority groups, thus increasing their access to higher education
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(Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016; National Center for Public Policy and Higher
Education, 2011). Indeed, community colleges serve a disproportionate number of
Black students and the majority of Hispanic and Native American students will attend
a community college at some point in their academic careers (American Association
of Community Colleges, 2014; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2005).
Community colleges have historically enrolled almost half of all students of color
(Mullin, 2012; Snyder & Dillow, 2011). Regarding socioeconomic status, almost half
of all students eligible for Pell Grants attend community colleges (Broton, 2019; Kim
& Diaz, 2013; Palmadessa, 2017). Finally, community colleges serve a large
percentage of first-generation college students (Inman & Mayes, 1999), students with
disabilities (Fleming et al., 2018), and students with a history of mental health issues
(Kleinpeter et al., 2012; Schwartz, 2006).
Barriers for Success at Community Colleges
Increasing access to higher education is an important goal for society, and one
that community colleges regularly achieve. Distressingly, these institutions are not
performing well on traditional measures of success. This effect can most easily be
seen with degree attainment. Review of completion rates consistently shows reduced
performance, with community colleges demonstrating a three-year graduation rate of
30% or lower (National Center for Higher Education Management Statistics, 2018).
Even more troubling is that, while the majority of community college students cite
their goal is obtaining a bachelor’s degree, of the college students that start at a
community college, only 14% transfer and continue on to earn a bachelor’s degree
(Jenkins & Fink, 2016).
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Vulnerable Population. Several factors contribute to the academic struggles
of community college students. The population of students that attend community
colleges often belong to populations with elevated risk of dropout. Due to the openaccess nature of community colleges, students that would not be accepted at a 4-year
institution can find a path at public 2-year colleges. Unfortunately, this means that the
average community college student belongs to a vulnerable group and will need
additional supports to succeed. In fact, every type of student described above is
associated with academic struggles. Students who are academically underprepared and
need remedial coursework will commonly study at a community college but will
struggle to complete their studies or transfer (Townsend & Twombly, 2007).
Community college students are more likely to work, particularly full-time, and are
more likely to be caring for dependents, both factors that increase the risk of dropout
(Broton et al., 2016; O’Toole et al., 2003; Wladis et al., 2018). Community college
students are more likely to experience stress and mental illness (Epstein, 2018), and
this increases the risk of dropout as well (Kitzrow, 2003). The most common
demographic groups attending community college also struggle, including students of
color (Perna, 2000), impoverished students (Walpole, 2003), and first-generation
college students (Inman & Mayes, 1999). It would be unfair to imply that students
with these significant risk factors do not attend 4-year colleges but due to admission
criteria and, in some cases deliberate exclusion by 4-year institutions (Fain, 2011),
these students are more likely to, at the very least, start at a community college.
Alarmingly, it appears that the very students that can benefit the open access model
struggle the most once they arrive at community colleges.
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Understanding Student Success
The personal, economic, and social benefits of higher education continue to be
justifications for pursuing advanced degrees (Attewll & Lavin, 2007; Drezener et al.,
2018) and copious amounts of research has been conducted to investigate college
success. Indeed, there is heavy demand on institutions to prove that attendance
actually correlates to student success in life. In studying the construct of success,
researchers must define what ‘success’ really is in order to evaluate the effectiveness
of institutional policies and methods. Several researchers have developed frameworks
to understand student success, and how success is affected by the student and the
institution.
The definition of ‘success’ varies radically depending on the defining theory,
with multiple metrics being utilized to gauge success in college. The traditional
measurements of collegiate success are academic achievement and degree attainment.
Achievement is commonly thought of as grades or grade point average (GPA) and
attainment is completion of an associates or baccalaureate degree (Kuh et al., 2006;
York et al., 2015). These two elements are closely intertwined as achievement in
coursework can lead to degree completion, and research supported this effect by
showing a strong relationship between college grades and eventual degree completion
(Mayhew et al., 2016). While these two elements of success are often utilized in
research and traditionally thought of as “accomplishment,” the constructs may have
little relevance to post-graduation success or benefit. For example, Sternberg and
Grigorenko (2002) note that performance on tests and grades in classes may not equate
to future performance in an individual’s chosen career. As such, additional measures
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have been associated with the concept of collegiate success. These additional elements
include specific learning outcomes such as reading and mathematics proficiency,
occupational outcomes such as placement in a desired career or later employment,
increased economic capital, growth of critical thinking and problem solving abilities,
and overall student satisfaction with their education (Kuh et al., 2006).
To conceptualize the multidimensional construct of collegiate success, Kuh
and colleagues (2006) define success as “academic achievement, engagement in
educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge,
skills and competencies, persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and post
college performance” (p.7). The authors utilized this definition in developing their
conceptual framework, theorizing that multiple factors should be included in any
assessment of student success, such as pre-college preparation for academic studies,
student behavior such as study habits, institutional conditions including the social
environment, amount of student engagement or investment with the institution, and
post-college outcomes such as career attainment. Ultimately, multiple indicators of
student success were acknowledged as significant in postsecondary education
including student goal attainment, retention, academic achievement, enrollment in
graduate school, student satisfaction, employer assessment of student skills, and civic
engagement (Kuh et al., 2006; see Figure 1 for the authors’ framework).
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York and colleagues (2015) further explored Kuh and colleagues (2006)’s
framework with a meta-analysis reviewing research on collegiate success1. This
analysis led to the authors creating their own conceptual framework that realigns and
operationalizes the definition of academic success. The authors describe that academic
success consists of six separate prongs: academic achievement, student satisfaction,
acquisition of skills, academic persistence, student attainment of learning objectives,
and career success. Academic achievement follows the traditional conceptualization of
success and focuses on grades and college GPA. Student satisfaction is thought of as a
student’s perception of increased wellbeing following academic studies. Acquisition of
skills includes specific domain knowledge related to careers and broader increase in
1

York and colleagues used the term academic success
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cognitive competencies such as problem solving. Academic persistence is measured by
progression to degree completion as well as continual pursuit with graduate-work.
Student attainment of learning objectives is similar to skill acquisition but is distinct to
the institution or program and includes future behaviors by the student such as
community engagement. Finally, career success includes future employment, salary,
and job satisfaction (York et al., 2015). This model shows the multifaceted nature of
collegiate success and is helpful for researchers conceptualizing the construct (York et
al., 2015, see Figure 2 for the authors’ operational model).

Academic Achievement
As discussed above, college student success is a multi-faceted construct that
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encompasses several different outcomes and measures. One of the most explored
elements of college success is academic achievement, specifically through individual
class grades (Mayhew et al., 2016). Student grades have been seen as the most
important indicator of academic success and are frequently explored in psychological
and educational research (Lounsbury, et al., 2009). Extensive research has shown a
relationship between college grades and retention, suggesting that academic
achievement is the strongest predictor for degree attainment (Mayhew et al., 2016;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Indeed, this relationship between academic
achievement and educational attainment is consistent across different student groups
such as traditional and non-traditional students (Mayhew et al., 2016), different ethnic
groups (Baker & Robnett, 2012), and between 4-year and 2-year colleges (Allen &
Robbins, 2010).
The rationale for this relationship varies, including explanations that students
achieving low grades will struggle academically and may be subject to academic
dismissal (Ishitani & DesJardins, 2002), and that students with lower college grades
are more likely to transfer or drop-out before completing a degree (Allen et al., 2008).
Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner (2012) theorize that fundamentally, grades serve as
individualized feedback for students and allow them to assess their academic skills
and goals, which can result in changes in student’s self-perception and thus changes in
future academic behavior.
Contributions of Student Characteristics and School Environment
One of the most frequently cited conceptual models of student success is
Astin’s (1991) Inputs-Environments-Outcomes Model (I-E-O). Inspired by the work
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of John L. Holland, Astin’s model seeks to assess the impact of students’ individual
characteristics (Inputs) and the institutional environment (Environment) on student
success (Outcomes). These elements form a parsimonious (Strayhorn, 2008) threeprong model for understanding and assessing student success.
Within the I-E-O model, the input prong encompasses the individual
differences between students, effectively the characteristics that they are bringing with
them and keying into the environment. These characteristics include cognitive
functioning, fixed demographic characteristics, personal values and expectations,
student behaviors, and other student characteristics (Astin, 1991). The environment
prong is the learning environment in which the student finds themselves. The features
of an institution’s environment are difficult to categorize, but include broad
characteristics such as school size, gender make-up, location, as well as more focused
features such as major within the school or relationship with roommates (Astin, 1991).
Finally, the final prong is the Outcome. Here, outcomes refers to the specific talents or
attributes that the institution wishes to develop, often connected to the institution or
organization’s stated values and goals (Astin, 1991).
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The conceptual model of I-E-O can be seen in Figure 3 above. Student inputs
are directly related to the college outcomes, but the relationship is mediated by the
student’s environment. The environment contributes to the outcome, but not without
influence by the student. The I-E-O model argues that student success is largely
dependent on the interaction between the student and the environment, and the
purpose of the education will modify the desired outcome. Astin (1991) proposed that
this conceptual model could help guide evaluation of success, as well as identify areas
where the institution can improve valued outcomes by intervening to support students
in their environment. Using this model, researchers and administrators should
investigate both the individual characteristics of students, as well as the elements of
the college environment, and explore what affect these features have on student
success.
Factors Influencing Academic Success
Collegiate Adjustment
Human development can be conceptualized as transitions between various
stages, each with their own important milestones and conflicts (Erikson & Erikson,
1997; Ha et al., 2010). Erikson’s developmental theory posits that the several stages of
human development are marked by psychosocial conflicts that require an adequate
response from the individual in order to adjust and grow (Erikson & Erikson, 1997).
This concept of adjustment is significant as it identifies that the stressors of the various
stages cannot be wholly eliminated. Thus, as each stage of development has its own
unique social and psychological demands (Erikson & Erikson, 1997), this adjustment
can be seen as an individual’s healthy response to their current environment (Arkoff,
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1968; Symonds, 1946). A review of the literature on adjustment suggests that it may
be an umbrella construct encompassing many related constructs, such as wellness,
effective psychological functioning, satisfaction, and coping (Feldt et al., 2011).
The transition to college is an exciting, but also tumultuous, period of time in a
person’s life. For traditional college students transitioning immediately after high
school, this shift corresponds with a developmental transition from adolescence to
early adulthood and brings with it a number of social and psychological stressors
(Erikson & Erikson, 1997; Ha et al., 2010). During this stage, an individual will
further develop their identity and respond to their changing roles in society, ultimately
becoming established adults (Budescu & Silverman, 2016; Erikson & Erikson, 1997).
This stress is occurring while a student is starting post-secondary education, ultimately
increasing the strain of the social environment due to the new demands of collegiate
life. Even older students that potentially have navigated this developmental shift, will
still encounter transitional stress related to the new stresses of college life. This is
especially true of first-generation college students (Ishitani, 2003), students belonging
to marginalized groups such as ethnic minorities as well as those with lower
socioeconomic status (Horn & Nevill, 2006), and students that struggled academically
in high school (Bowen et al., 2006). Additionally, for any student, the start of postsecondary studies creates additional stress and requires unique adjustment to the new
academic environment.
Collegiate studies require new students to respond to multiple challenges. Postsecondary institutions are significantly different from secondary schools, and students
may not be adequately prepared to respond to the new environment (Bowman et al.,
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2019). The challenges faced by new college students include increased academic
demands, greater autonomy and independence, and a reduced level of academic
structure (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). Additionally, college students experience
separation from friends and family not attending their institution, potentially even
relocating to be closer to their institution, establishing new social relationships,
responding to new teaching styles and technology, and making important occupational
decisions that support their studies (Martínez et al., 2019). Responding to these
demands and challenges can be thought of as collegiate adjustment. Often students are
able to adequately respond and adjust to their new environment, however many
students do not adjust well. Collegiate adjustment is related to a series of positive
outcomes, including increasing of social connection and decreasing loneliness during
adjustment and student risk behaviors (Asher & Weeks, 2014; Wax et al., 2018). Poor
collegiate adjustment has been shown to be related to poor academic performance
(Baker & Siryk, 1984) & poor retention (Woosley, 2003), as well as psychological
distress (Fiori & Consedine, 2013) and medial issues (Wengreen & Moncur, 2009). It
is worth noting that, students who commute to college report lower levels of
adjustment and connection (Wax et al., 2018), and the majority of community college
students are commuter students (Amaral et al., 2018).
Much of the research concerning collegiate adjustment derives from the
taxonomy created by Baker and Siryk (1984). Their theoretical framework suggests
that college adjustment is broadly comprised of four distinct categories of adjustment:
academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, and
institutional adjustment (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). Academic adjustment is the
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degree to which students adapt to the academic demands of college by increasing
autonomous study activity, engagement with the course material, and reflecting on
their academic goals. Social adjustment is the level that students integrate into the
social environment of the college by taking part in campus activities and establishing
relationships with their new peers. Personal-emotional adjustment is concerned with a
student’s mental health and emotional well-being. Finally, institutional adjustment is
conceptualized as the degree to which students identify with and become attached to
the college they are attending (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Credé & Niehorster, 2012).
Baker and Siryk (1984) argue that the construct of college adjustment is
multidimensional, and each of these subtypes is important for students to function in a
new college environment.
Academic Distress
When students begin college, many start to feel increased pressure and
expectation to succeed academically (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003; Uno et al., 2010).
Indeed, a survey of college students’ concerns revealed that academic performance,
increased expectations to succeed and graduate, and post-graduation life, were the top
concerns of the participants (Beiter et al., 2015). These expectations, coupled with the
increased challenge of post-secondary academic pursuits and the need to adjust the
academic environment, result in many students begin to experience distress related to
their studies. This academic distress has been defined as a student’s increased
“concerns related to their academic motivation, confidence, concentration, enjoyment,
and ability to complete their course work” (Lockard et al., 2011, p234). Beyond this
definition, academic distress can be conceptualized as stress related to academics and
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college attendance. This can also include stress related to financial concerns about
paying for college as well as student loan debt, and obtaining a job related to their
chosen major (Burdman, 2005; Jones et al., 2016).
Academic distress appears to have a relationship with mental health issues, as
well as emotional well-being. Specifically, academic distress has been shown to be a
significant predictor of anxiety, with academic distress contributing at least 20% of
variance in reported anxiety levels (Jones et al., 2016). While some anxiety is
important for motivation and success (Spielberger, 1966), increased anxiety can affect
collegiate adjustment and academic performance (Baumeister et al., 2003). Anxiety
and depression are thought to share a “distress factor” of overlapping symptoms,
which impair cognitive processing by impairing memory and interfering with
decision-making processes (Gilbert et al., 2006; Watson et al., 1995). This effect can
compound as increased anxiety can further increase academic distress, harming
motivation and achievement (Jones et al., 2016). The prevalence of this distress is
concerning as well, with a national survey of college students mental and physical
health showing that two-thirds of students (67%) report feelings of overwhelming
anxiety and difficulty managing their academic studies (American College Health
Association, 2018).
Emotional and personal issues, including and exacerbated by academic
distress, have been shown to have a significant impact on college success, with
students experiencing such issues being twice as likely to not complete their collegiate
studies (Kessler et al., 1995; Kuh et al., 2007). Academic distress has also been
associated with poor college performance and poor collegiate adjustment (Gall et al.,
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2000; Pritchard et al., 2003). This effect seems to be particularly impactful for new
college students (Struthers et al., 2000) lower socioeconomic status students (Gillock
& Reyes, 1999), and immigrant students (Buddington, 2002).
Individual Protective Factors
The college environment brings with it significant challenges that require
student adaptation. Failure to adapt is related to increased psychological distress,
which can negatively impact achievement and success. As a result, it is important to
identify protective factors that may be able to have a positive impact on collegiate
adjustment and academic distress. Following Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model, student
inputs may offer a source of these protective factors. Expanding on this, Russell and
Petrie (1992) offered a framework for conceptualizing and assessing factors that
related to student success; internal psychological traits (e.g. motivation, efficacy) and
external behaviors (e.g. study behaviors). Several individual factors have been shown
to have a positive effect on adjustment and distress, most notably self-efficacy
(Budescu & Silverman, 2016), self-esteem (Nordstrom et al., 2011), social
relationships (Lidy & Kahn, 2006), and hope (Feldman et al., 2016). A further
investigation of these kinds of inputs is important to aid students’ navigation of
college stressors.
Deficit and Asset Approaches to Student Success
In evaluating community college students and the issues with college success,
research tends to focus on identifying “what’s wrong” with “these students'' (Krumrei
et al., 2013; Tinto, 2005). This is a form of deficit-thinking that places the blame on
the students rather than the systems that affect their success. Valencia (1997) describes
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deficit-thinking as a belief that students “who [fail] in school [do] so because of
internal deficits or deficiencies” (p2). Often these deficits are considered to be the
inherent characteristics of the student, their family background, or psychosocial
constructs such as motivation, intelligence, language barriers. The concept of deficitthinking is insidious, as it proposes “blaming the victim” for the system failing them
(Ryan, 1971), affecting both individual students and specific types of educational
institutions. Indeed, community colleges have had to constantly respond to lower
graduation rates as the fault of the institution rather than the broader issues in
American education that affect college students (Topper & Powers, 2013). By blaming
the students' low college success, policy makers can ignore the glaring issues of
inequity that exist within the American education system (Valencia, 1997).
Tinto (2005) notes that this mode of thinking guides research, and the focus on
issues of retention, instead of investigating student persistence, diminishes
understanding of how to aid students. Indeed, the focus on psychological traits,
inherent characteristics, or past experience creates a significant issue as these factors
cannot readily be changed and, thus, are of little value in assessing how to help
students succeed (Robbins et al., 2004). The field of psychology is equally fraught
with this error, with past research focusing on static traits such as intelligence, and
failing to identify how to help students succeed. The positive psychology movement
responds to this issue by focusing on psychological assets or factors that promote
success and well-being (Gable & Haidt, 2005).
Positive Psychology and Construct Theory
Positive Psychology
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The modern study of psychology has sought to explore human experience,
often to better understand our inherent nature and to promote well-being. This study
can be broadly thought of as existing in two domains: positive (exploration of health
and assets) and negative (explorations of illness and deviance). Even at the dawn of
the field, psychological theory and research fixated on the negative side of this
dichotomy, focusing on illness and maladaptive psychological development. This
became especially noteworthy following the Second World War, with the field being
dominated with a disease-model perspective (Seligman & Csikszentmihalri, 2000).
With this model, practitioners and theorists devoted their efforts to understanding and
codifying psychological illness and psychic deficiency, ignoring psychological
strengths and health. This devotion to negativity and illness became so pronounced
that, at the close of the 20th century, studies investigating positive or healthy human
functioning comprised less than 6% of research articles (Achor, 2010).
Humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow offered that health is more than the
absence of disease (Simonton & Baumeister, 2005). Thus, the disproportionate focus
on psychological disease does not offer insight into psychological health or human
happiness (Luthans et al., 2007). Responding to this dearth of research into human
happiness and health, Martin Seligman in his presidential address to the American
Psychological Association challenged the field to redirect efforts towards
understanding psychological assets and positive psychological functioning in order to
foster happiness (Seligman, 1999). This call created the positive psychology
movement, a theoretical perspective devoted towards increasing health and well-being
(Gable & Haidt, 2005). Positive psychology is the spiritual successor to humanistic
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psychology, embracing its focus on growth and increasing human capacity while
utilizing empiric methods to explore human potential (Ryff & Singer, 2003). Thus, the
discipline is closely aligned with asset-modeling of human achievement, seeking to
identify positive human characteristics.
Positive Psychological Resources
Positive psychology moves away from the traditional illness model of human
experience which focuses on establishing categories of deficits and dysfunction
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalri, 2000). Early positive psychology research, such as
Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory (BBM), explores how positive
psychological constructs (emotion and affect) build resources that people can draw
from in order to navigate stress and enrich their lives. Positive emotional states such as
happiness, joy, and pride, can dampen or diminish influence of negative affective
states such as anxiety and depression (Fredrickson, 2001; Wolpe, 1958). The reduction
of negative emotional states, allows individuals to build repertories of additional
resources to cope with stress. These resources include physical resources (e.g., health
or physical abilities), social resources (e.g., social support networks), and
psychological resources (e.g., creativity, optimism) (Görgens- Ekermans et al., 2015).
Additional resources continue to benefit the individual, reinforcing and generating
further positive emotions, creating a self-fulfilling “upward spiral” (see Figure 4
below) (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002; Van Cappellen et al., 2017).
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Thus, according to the BBM framework, positive emotions strengthen an
individual’s response behavior to stress, as well as cultivate additional resources that
can be used to navigate obstacles to succeed in their endeavors (Fredrickson & Joiner,
2002). Significant research has shown beneficial associations between positive
psychological states and outcomes, such as academics (Snyder et al., 2002) and
physical health (Dubois et al., 2012; Snyder et al., 2002). A component of BBM is the
concept of psychological resources, which has since been explored extensively and
has been applied to education.
Resource Theory. Multiple theories have investigated psychological resources
and their effect on well-being. In general, a psychosocial resource can be defined as
an “entit[y] that either [is] centrally valued in [its] own right … or act as a means to
obtain centrally valued ends…” (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 307). These constructs vary
greatly, ranging from distal traits (e.g, intelligence, extraversion, physical health) to
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proximal states (e.g., happiness). In many cases, particularly closer to the proximal
end of the previous continuum, resources are a form of mental energy that can be
nurtured or depleted by the environment (Baumesiter et al., 2007).
Two core perspectives explain how psychological resources interact with a
person and the environment to promote success. Key resource theories focus on one or
more specific psychological constructs (e.g., self-efficacy, optimism) as a resource
that can be utilized to respond to a demanding environment such as higher education,
overcome challenges within, and cope with stress (Hobfoll, 2002). Many key
resources are a form of emotional resource that is utilized by the individual to respond
to their environment, complete a task, or manage stress. Once used, this reservoir of
energy is diminished and must be replenished before it can adequately be used again
(Baumesiter et al., 1994; 1998; 2007). Contrasting these theories are integrated
resource theories that identify multiple, broad kinds of resources. These resources
complement each other in “resource caravans” that can be utilized by an individual to
respond to their environment (Hobfoll, 2002). A significant integrated resource theory
is the conservation of resources theory.
The conservation of resources [COR] theory suggests that individuals
accumulate multiple resources to navigate stressful situations, in essence “spending”
such resources to successfully overcome stressors (Hobfoll, 1989). These resources
take several primary forms, including tangible object resources such as housing, to
psychological characteristics such as self-esteem. People utilize these resources to
cope with external stressors, however the use of resources creates internal stress as
resources are strained or consumed (Hobfoll, 1989). This leads to individuals striving
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to be efficient in their resource use and seeking to increase the amount of resources
available to them. As mentioned above, resources will cluster together into “resource
caravans”, with resource assets complimenting and enhancing each other. For
example, a psychological resource such as self-esteem can increase social
relationships, in turn increasing self-esteem; both resources can be used by an
individual to manage stress (Hobfoll, 2002; Rini et al., 1999). Individuals with more
resources at their disposal will have more pathways to respond to stressors, and
minimize depletion of resources, which increases success and decreases stress.
Inversely, individuals with few resources have fewer options, and must maximize the
use of other resources, quickly depleting them leading to higher stress. The resource
pool that individuals draw from can be utilized adaptively or dysfunctionally and,
coupled with broader conditions affecting the individual, leading to people increasing
their psychic reservoir or depleting their resources (Buchwald, 2010; Hobfoll &
Shirom, 1993; 2000) (see Figure 5 for conceptual framework of COR).
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COR theory can be seen as complimenting BBM within the broader
understanding of positive psychology. Similar to the upward spiral of BBM theory,
COR theory theorizes a “gain spiral”, where an individual’s utilization of resources
leads to less resource depletion which in turn increases resources overall, strengthens
relationships between existing resources, and integrates new assets into an individual’s
response repertoire (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2000). Indeed, COR incorporates BBM’s
benefit of positive emotional states with inclusion of psychological characteristics as
resources, and acknowledgment that efficient resource use decreases stress which in
turn increases positive emotional affect, creating a cyclical relationship where
increasing positive emotional states decreases stress, which decreases the need to
expend resources (Billings et al., 2000; Wells et al., 1999). It is this intersection
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between these two theories that lays the foundation for the theory of psychological
capital.
Psychological Capital: A Psychological Asset
Psychological resources can be utilized by students for academic success (Datu
& Valdez, 2016). These resources form a repertoire of skills and assets that can help
students accomplish tasks (e.g., self-control, emotional regulation), cope with stress
(e.g., humor, optimism), and establish goals (e.g., hope) (Baumesiter et al., 2007;
Luthans et al., 2015). Identification of these resources, and development of
interventions to foster and replenish them, is of critical importance in the study of
positive psychology and has direct applicability to community college student success.
Foundation of Psychological Capital Theory
Organizational psychology has intersected with the positive psychology
movement in the form of positive organizational scholarship (POS). POS is a
movement within industrial-organizational psychology that focuses on “the dynamics
leading to exceptional individual and organizational performance such as developing
human strength, producing resilience and restoration, and fostering vitality” (Cameron
& Caza, 2004, p. 731). It is an umbrella concept that incorporates multiple different
approaches and processes, focusing on a wide range of topics from outcomes to
individual positive traits (Luthans et al., 2015). Several basic tenets guide POS. First,
the theory adopts a perspective that negative phenomena can still have a positive
impact. Second, the focus of research is on remarkable results as opposed to mundane
outcomes. Third, following the positive psychology perspective, the primary interest
of POS is on positive traits, outcomes, and dynamics and not negative results. Finally,
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the purpose of POS is not simply to produce productive results, but rather to also
understand human flourishing and excellence (Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012).
Following the perspective of POS, the University of Nebraska’s Gallup
Leadership Institute has developed a branch of scholarship known as positive
organizational behavior (POB) (Luthans et al., 2007). POB is conceptualized as “the
study and application of positively orientated human resources strengths and
psychological capacities that can be measured, developed, and effectively managed for
performance improvement…” (Luthans, 2002b, p.59). In assessing applicability of
positive psychological constructs, five criteria were established for inclusion in POB.
First, the construct must be based in established theory or research. Second, the
construct must follow the basic perspective of positive psychology in that it is
positively orientated. Third, the construct must be measurable to allow for empiric
scientific study. Fourth, it must be a “state-like '' construct and thus open to
development. Finally, the construct must be related to measurable behaviors,
outcomes, and performance (Luthans, 2002a,b; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017).
The fourth POB inclusionary criterion is arguably the most important to
positive psychology and POS/POB. On a continuum of psychological states to traits,
states are experiences that are momentary and difficult to sustain (e.g., mood,
emotional expression) (Fredrickson, 2001; Luthans et al., 2017), and traits are
ingrained characteristics that are extremely difficult to change (e.g., intelligence,
genetic features) and often linked to deficit-modeling (Schmidt, 2009; Valencia,
1997). Trait-like constructs are more fluid than pure traits, but still resistant to change
and difficult to develop (e.g., personality traits such as extroversion). State-like
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constructs are more concrete than pure states but are still malleable and open to
development. A state-like construct can be fostered in a person and sustained,
presenting an important asset to the individual (Luthans et al., 2017).
Psychological Capital
Luthans and colleagues (2007; 2017) utilized the criteria established for POB
to explore various established psychological constructs. Theoretically, these constructs
would constitute a psychological resource that could aid an individual in success.
Psychological resource theory establishes the framework for psychological constructs
to be manifestations of a fundamental construct (Hobfell 1989, 2002; Luthans 2017),
and identifies several psychological constructs that constitute individual psychic
resources (Thoits, 1994). These resources could be thought of as “psychological
capital”, psychological resources that an individual can call on in the face of
environmental stressors (Sarason et al., 1987; Seilgamn, 2002).
This psychological capital or PsyCap, has been conceptualized differently than
other forms of capital. Contrasting classic forms of capital such as human capital
(what you know) and social capital (who you know) (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Hitt &
Ireland, 2002), PsyCap is “who you are” and “who you will become” (Avolio &
Luthans, 2006; Luthans et al., 2004, Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). PsyCap
focuses on the psychological assets that can provide individual strategies for coping
with and overcoming stress. However, PsyCap is more than just a repertoire of skills
or competencies (Luthans et al., 2007). Rather, PsyCap is theorized as a higher order
construct that encompasses lesser unique but complimentary constructs and provides a
framework for understanding psychological assets (Luthans et al., 2017).
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Elements of PsyCap. Luthans and colleges (2007; 2017) explored multiple
constructs that met the criteria of the POB theory. Of the positive psychological
constructs that were assessed, four constructs met the framework criteria: hope, selfefficacy, resilience, and optimism. These four constructs are well established in the
field and were analyzed for synergistic and complimentary relationships (summarized
in Luthans et al., 2017). Luthans and colleagues (2007; 2017) observed this effect
through regression and factor analysis, establishing psychological capital or PsyCap
was comprised of the four constructs, creating a single overarching pool of
psychological resources termed the “HERO within” (hope, efficacy, resilience,
optimism) (Dawkins et al., 2013; Luthans, 2012). Thus, PsyCap is a dynamic
construct that is greater than the sum of its parts, with the individual facets each
contributing to each other and to the core construct (Luthans et al., 2007). (See Figure
6 for conceptual framework of PsyCap, from Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017).
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Hope. Snyder’s hope theory (Snyder, 2000) conceptualizes hope as a specific
construct that is “the combination of cognitive energy and pathways to one’s goals”
(Wisner, 2011, p. 357). Goals are results, changes, or experiences that an individual
seeks to gain or achieve and serve as an anchor for motivational behavior (Snyder,
2000; Wisner, 2011). Willpower is the individual’s core belief that the goal may be
obtained as well as the motivation to achieve said goal. Finally, waypower is the plan
of action, powered by willpower, which an individual will take to achieve the goal
(Snyder, 2000). Thus, hope is not simply having goals, but the drive to achieve them
and the embracing of problem-solving thinking to overcome obstacles in obtaining the
goals (Snyder, 2000). Hopeful individuals are intrinsically motivated, adopting
flexible plans to achieve their goals (Luthans et al., 2017). They tend to be
independent thinkers, perceiving an internal locus of control giving them increased
sense of agency (Luthans et al., 2007; Rotter, 1966). They also tend to be creative and
resourceful in their problem-solving strategies (Luthans et al., 2007). Because of
increased sense of agency and ability to recognize multiple pathways to success,
individuals with high hope tend to cultivate goals in multiple arenas of their lives
(Snyder et al., 1991c).
Extensive research into the construct of hope has revealed its nature as a
psychological asset that improves performance and success. Hope has been linked
with positive organizational outcomes and increased leadership capability (Peterson &
Luthans, 2003). Beyond organizational benefits, high levels of hope have been
associated with better physical health (Snyder et al., 1991a, b, c), positive
psychological adjustment (Kwon, 2002), and reduced mental illness (Carifio &
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Rhodes, 2002; Kwon, 2002; Snyder et al., 1996). Hope appears to have a global effect
on the individual’s perspective and cognition, aiding them in visualizing success while
preparing for obstacles. Hope is related to, but distinct from, the construct of
optimism, where hope is concerned with ability to reach one’s goals and optimism is
an individual’s general, positive expectations for future experiences (Rand et al., 2011;
Scheier et al., 1994)
Efficacy. The most well-established construct in PsyCap is efficacy (Luthans et
al., 2007). Self-efficacy is conceptualized as an individual’s conviction or belief that
they can adequately perform a specific task within a specific context (Bandura, 1982,
1997). Efficacy is crucial to an individual’s understanding of their competence, it
influences an individual’s actions and efforts, and is central to human agency
(Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacious people tend to set high goals for themselves,
welcome challenges and difficult tasks, are highly motivated, invest appropriate effort
to their tasks, and strive to overcome barriers (Luthans et al., 2007). Even with an
influence on goal-setting behavior, efficacy differs from hope in that hope is an
individual’s ability to identify pathways toward success and efficacy is an individual’s
belief that they will be able to adequately follow the pathway to success (Thomas,
2014).
Bandura (1997) conceptualized efficacy as task specific, with people
developing different efficacies for different domains. An individual develops efficacy
through four general methods: ‘mastery experiences’ where an individual experiences
accomplishment or success at a given task, vicarious learning and modeling of others
performing tasks, and psychophysiological arousal (Bandura, 1997). These methods
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create a feedback loop that solidifies and strengthens an individual’s sense of
competence related to their field (Bandura, 1997; Luthans et al., 2017).
Efficacy fits the POB criteria easily and has been extensively studied as an
independent construct in multiple fields. Several meta-analyses demonstrate a robust
positive relationship between self-efficacy and performance (Bandura & Locke, 2003).
Efficacy has been shown to significantly aid an individual in performing under stress
and fear, because of perceived increase in an individual’s control (Bandura & Locke,
2003). Self-efficacy has been shown to have a positive influence on across multiple
spheres such as leadership capacity (Chemers et al., 2000), teaching ability (Skaalvik
& Skaalvik, 2016), mental and physical health (Holden, 1991). Multiple task specific
forms of efficacy have been studied (Gist & Mitchell, 1992), with growing support for
a “general self-efficacy” that influences an individual’s sense of overall competence
and productivity (Luthans et al., 2007; Parker, 1998).
Resilience. Building from extensive theory in the field of developmental
psychology, positive psychology has begun to view resilience as a broad characteristic
within individuals that allows them to weather adversity or stress (Thomas, 2014;
Tusaie & Dyer, 2004). Viewed with this lens, resilience is a psychological resource
that arises directly from adverse situations, rather than preparing for or avoiding
difficulty. Masten and Reed (2002) describe resilience as “patterns of positive
adaption in the context of significant adversity or risk” (p. 75). This characteristic
represents cognitive patterns of adaptation and response to adversity. Resilient people
identify risk factors that are impeding their progress or could result in failure, and they
respond with their psychological assets in order to mediate the harmful factors they
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encounter. These assets include cognitive and emotional resources such as emotional
stability, sense of humor, initiative, and social support (Masten 2001; Tusaie & Dyer,
2004; Wolin & Wolin, 2005). Luthans and colleagues (2007) conceptualize resilience
as an individual’s ability to “bounce back and beyond” (p.138) when encountering
setbacks or hardship by utilizing their assets and adapting.
Resilience has been extensively studied in the field of clinical psychology as a
characteristic allowing for posttraumatic coping and general adaptation to stress
(Bonanno, 2004; Egeland et al., 1993). It is argued that resilience is an important
element of human functioning, particularly transitioning between stressful situations
and stages of life (Collins, 2001). As such, proactive building of resilience is seen as
an important clinical goal (Seligman & Matthews, 2011). As a psychological resource,
studies have found that ratings of resilience have a positive relationship with
workplace performance outcomes (Luthans et al., 2006; Youssef, 2004).
Compared to the other elements of PsyCap, resilience is reactive as opposed to
proactive. That is, resilience requires a stressor to be present for it to be displayed,
whereas the other PsyCap constructs can be evident without stressors (Thomas, 2014).
Luthans and colleagues (2006) describe that the other PsyCap resources may simply
be a pathway to resilience, and individuals high in hope, efficacy and optimism, will
display greater resilience in the face of adversity. However, the opposite effect may
occur as well, with resiliency serving to restore the other PsyCap constructs following
a particularly difficult trial (Thomas, 2014).
Optimism. The fourth component of PsyCap is the construct of optimism.
Optimism is defined as an explanatory perspective where an individual attributes
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positive events to internal, stable, and global factors, and negative events as being
caused by external forces that are temporary and situational (Seilgman, 2006).
Optimism contrasts pessimism in this sense: pessimistic people hold the opposite
perspective attributing negative events to personal causes and positive events to
external. Optimists expect good things to occur in their lives, and believe that
desirable events are within their control (Luthans et al., 2007). Thus, they are able to
internalize positive outcomes, increasing their sense of self-worth, while being able to
rationalize negative outcomes, allowing them to maintain their confidence. Optimistic
people are likely to adapt to changes, hold positive outlooks and expectations of the
future, and will respond to opportunities that develop (Luthans et al., 2007).
Optimism is closely related to hope and efficacy but remains a distinct
construct. Optimism is related to goals same as hope, however optimism is future
orientated rather than goal oriented (Rand et al., 2011). This, optimism has a strong
influence on appraisal and expectations while identifying goals associated with hope
(Bryant & Cvengros, 2004; Snyder, 2002). Similarly, efficacy and optimism appear to
overlap with positive assessment of expectations, but the emphasis is different.
Efficacy is concerned with one’s own appraisal of their personal skills to achieve
success within a specific arena, whereas optimism is a worldview where individuals
expect good things to occur and that success can be achieved (Thomas, 2014). In
essence, optimistic people expect to succeed not because of their own individual
characteristics (i.e., self-efficacy), but rather on situational factors that foster success
(e.g., luck, “being blessed”) (Carver et al, 2009).
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Optimism has been linked with multiple positive outcomes in the clinical and
organizational fields of psychology. Optimism has been shown to be related to mental
health, with optimistic people having lower ratings of depression, higher levels of
psychological well-being, better physical health (Seligman, 2002, 2006) and appear to
respond better to stress (Scheier & Carver, 1985, 1993). Optimism influences an
individual’s motivational and help-seeking behavior by improving their expectation
that such behavior will lead to a positive outcome (Shiever & Carver, 1985); Strunk et
al., 2006). Because of this, the construct has also been linked to improved workplace
performance (Seligman & Schulman, 1986), athletic performance (Seligman et al.,
1990), and reduced levels of burnout (Tueten & Neidermeyer, 2004).
The ‘HERO within’. The four elements of PsyCap are theoretically
autonomous and have been independently verified by extensive research, but Luthans
and colleagues (2017) argue that these constructs are all expressions of a deeper
psychological characteristic: “the HERO within” (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017,
emphasis added). Thus, PsyCap is the combination of these HERO resources: an
individual’s hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism. These elements that come
together to build a greater reservoir of psychological resources (Hobofoll, 2002) that
an individual can draw on to succeed. PsyCap is internal and external in scope, with
efficacy and hope being directed inward, and optimisms and resilience being directed
to the environment. Rather than simply adding to each other, the HERO resources are
synergistic, expanding on and complimenting each other and that PsyCap “may be
greater than the sum of its parts” (Luthans et al., 2007b, p19). Individuals with high
PsyCap “tend to be more determined, expend more effort, expect success, maneuver
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obstacles more effectively, and bounce back from setbacks more readily” (Avey et al.,
2008, p. 706).
Luthans and Youssef-Morgan (2017) offer an example of this growing effect.
Individuals with high amounts of optimism believe success is likely. This produces
confidence (efficacy) and the individual will then choose more challenging goals and
have increased motivation to achieve them. Their hopeful outlook promotes creation
of multiple pathways to achieve these enhanced goals. Finally, the individual’s
resilience allows them to recover quickly from setbacks and redirecting their efforts to
a new strategy to achieve their goals. (See Figure 6 below for model of PsyCap
components’ interaction).
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The interaction of the resources demonstrates a bolstering effect. Thomas
(2014) describes such an effect with hope and optimism being linked to positive
emotional states. Following Fredrickson’s (1998) BBM theory, resilient people utilize
positive emotions to respond to and recoup from stressful events. Successfully
navigating stressful events allows an individual to develop self-efficacy and further
build resilience. Increased self-efficacy further fosters hope and optimism, continuing
the growing effect of the PsyCap elements on each other.
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The research into the construct of PsyCap has shown that it, like its individual
components, has been linked to positive outcomes. Avey and colleagues (2011c)’s
meta-analysis of over 50 research studies supports that PsyCap is linked to positive
organizational outcomes such as job performance, job satisfaction, and reduced
burnout. Further research has shown additional positive effects of PsyCap, with the
construct being related to positive health outcomes (Luthans et al., 2013), reduced
mental illness (Krasikova et al., 2015), and relationship satisfaction (Luthans &
Youssef-Morgan, 2017).
Academic PsyCap. Student success is of paramount importance to students,
administrators, policy makers, and broader society. As such, efforts have been made to
identify ways of improving student success. Unfortunately, educational policy across
all levels of education has at times adopted a “deficit-model” in assessing student
success, a perspective that identifies perceived weaknesses within students and “weeds
them out” (Valencia, 1997). This perspective is highly damaging to students and,
ultimately, to higher education itself. Instead, a better perspective to adopt is an assetfocused model that explores the beneficial characteristics and qualities of students
(Meidl et al., 2018). It is clear that the field of positive psychology readily adopts this
mindset in exploring educational outcomes (You & Kang., 2014). Indeed, growing
research in positive psychology and education outcomes has shown a relationship
between positive psychological states and student performance (Pekrun et al., 2002;
You, 2016).
The majority of research into PsyCap has focused on the positive relationship
between PsyCap and workplace outcomes (Luthans et al., 2017), but the construct has
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also been applied to academic outcomes because of the similarity between workplace
and college settings. Both require individuals (employees and students) to perform
tasks and set goals to achieve goals. As such, the characteristics and skills that make
for successful employees also make successful students (Datu & Valdez, 2016).
Because of this, the theory of PsyCap lends itself readily to academic outcomes;
however, because the two settings are not wholly analogous (e.g., motivation and
expectations of the environment differ), it is important to consider academic PsyCap
to differ from general PsyCap.
Support for this academic PsyCap can be seen in the extensive research on the
HERO resources and academic performance. Indeed, each of the resources has been
independently researched in academic settings.
Snyder’s (2000) hope theory was initially focused on academic outcomes, with
research suggesting that hopeful students being able to establish motivational goals
and to develop academic strategies to achieve their goals (Snyder, 2002). To support
this, multiple studies have shown that hope is a significant predictor of academic
achievement (GPA), graduation rates, and students’ emotional well-being (Feldman et
al., 2016; Liu et al., 2017; Snyder et al., 2002). This effect on academics has been
demonstrated even when controlling for innate academic ability (Ciarrochi et al.,
2007; Snyder, 1991b).
Academic self-efficacy has also been extensively studied, proposing that
students put forth greater academic effort the higher their efficacy. Bandura (1993)
argues that increases in academic self-efficacy lead to improved motivation and
persistence to master academic skills, leading to more efficient use of these skills.

54

Bean and Eaton (2000) explored how academic self-efficacy was positively with other
psychological traits such has self-esteem and internal locus of control (i.e., hope and
optimism), resulting in increase of college retention. Numerous studies have
confirmed a positive influence of academic self-efficacy and academic performance
(Multon et al., 2001; Richardson et al., 2012), as well as student motivation and
adjustment (Baumeister et al., 2003; Zajacova et al., 2005; Zeldin & Pajares, 2000).
Resilience also has a positive influence on student success, with resilient
students displaying higher self-esteem and self-control (Wasonga et al., 2003). Martin
and Marsh (2006) found that students’ ratings of academic resilience were significant
predictors of student engagement.
Optimistic explanatory style has been found to have a significant impact on
outcomes in academics as well. Compared to students with a pessimistic outlook,
optimistic students show significantly better academic performance (El-Anzi, 2005),
are more likely to graduate (Solberg et al., 2009), and display better coping skills
(Perera & McIlveen, 2014). Research has shown that students with high optimism
experience less stress and greater psychological adjustment compared to students with
low ratings of optimism (Chemers et al., 2001; Segerstrom & Nes, 2006)
This research into positive psychological resources and academic performance
supports the construct of academic PsyCap. Similar to the original conceptualization
of PsyCap, each of the HERO resources have been connected to academic success and
are connected through an overarching higher construct of academic PsyCap. Academic
pursuits, particularly post-secondary education, are stressful in nature and require a
great deal of motivation and effort. Academic PsyCap is a repertoire of resources that
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allow students to navigate these challenges. Hope allows students to establish their
academic goals and plot their pathways towards their goals, finding alternative routes
to success as needed. Students require high efficacy to generate the necessary effort to
pursue their goals. Resilient students are able to respond to setbacks and uncertainty,
recommitting themselves towards their goals. And optimism aids students in
realistically pursuing their goals, reflecting on their barriers, and having a positive
attributional perspective (Luthans et al, 2019; Ortega-Maldonado, 2018).
While the research into how the individual HERO resources apply to
academic life is extensive, research into the core construct of academic PsyCap is in
its infancy. The limited research that has been conducted on academic PsyCap,
however, has supported the positive influence on academic success and student wellbeing. Studies have shown that PsyCap has a positive influence with academic
performance (Luthans et al., 2012), academic engagement (Siu et al., 2014), and
academic adjustment (Liran & Miller, 2019). Additionally, a longitudinal study (Avey
et al., 2011b) of college students and academic PsyCap showed that academic PsyCap
was a positive predictor of emotional well-being through reduced anxiety and
increased coping.
Though there are few research studies exploring academic PsyCap, the
findings generally support that academic PsyCap is an important construct and is
related to positive educational outcomes. This writer is unaware of any research study
exploring academic PsyCap and community college students. Considering the issues
faced by all college students, especially those of community college students, more
research into academic PsyCap is needed. This research could be particularly helpful
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in identifying protective psychological factors that can be fostered in students and aid
them in their navigation of the complicated educational system. Identifying a
relationship between academic PsyCap and academic achievement would offer new
avenues and interventions to bolster student success.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
York and colleagues’ (2015) model of academic success includes academic
achievement, and this serves as the focal point of this study. Academic achievement
defined by grades in coursework (GPA) is an important element of gauging overall
academic success, potentially one that has the clearest application beyond graduation.
Thus, this correlational study addresses the relationship between the variables of
interest and the academic success of community college students. These variables
include psychological capital (PsyCap) --- an individual’s collection of positive
psychological traits that aid in success, academic distress ---- anxiety experienced by
students related to their academic studies, and collegiate adjustment---the amount of
connection that an individual student has to their institution of higher education.
A quantitative methods design is utilized, with supplemental qualitative data
being collected and analyzed. Quantitatively, this correlational study focuses on
psychological capital, predicting that higher ratings of PsyCap will be positively
associated with academic achievement for community college students. Additionally,
higher ratings of PsyCap will be positively related to academic adjustment, and
negatively related to academic distress among these students. To further explore the
nature of PsyCap with community college students, and to respond to the comment by
Luthans & Youssef-Morgan (2017) for the need of more qualitative data on PsyCap,
additional qualitative data was collected to better explore how community college
students express their own psychological capital.
Participants
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Participants in this study were students attending a local community college in
a northeastern state (referred to as the “host institution”). Following approval by the
IRB of Rhode Island College, recruitment and data collection began. According to
exploratory power analysis, at least 200 participants were needed in order to provide a
sample with sufficient power (Browne & Cudeck, 1989; Harlow, 2014; Klien, 2016).
Students were recruited for this study through the college’s email system by emailing
all current first-time students attending the Fall 2021 semester over 18 years old
(approximately 2,500 students) and requesting their participation in the study.
Students who were willing to participate were directed to complete the informed
consent and study materials through the Qualtrics (2020) online survey system. After
completing the study materials, the students’ responses were de-identified and placed
into a research database.
Participant Demographics
In total, out of the 2409 survey requests that were sent, 347 students participated
in this study, yielding a response rate of 14%. Of these participants, 138 participants
needed to be excluded for incomplete survey responses. The number of participants in
the final sample was 209. The gender breakdown was 31% male, 61% female, and 2%
identifying as transgendered or non-binary. The host institution’s enrollment data
reports a gender breakdown of 38% male, 60% female, and 2% transgender, Chi
square analysis reveals that the sample is not significantly different than the
population: χ2 (4, n= 209) = .196, p = .99.
The sample’s ethnic and racial representation is presented in Table 1 with
comparisons to the host institution’s and host state’s demographics, as well as the
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national population of community college students. Chi square analysis reveals that
the sample demographics are significantly different than the enrolled population of
students at the host institution, however the power and validity of this finding is weak
as chi-square analyses are highly sensitive to large populations: χ2 (6, n= 209) =
16.49, p = .01.
Additional demographic data was gathered on the participants and analyzed. The
average age of the participants was 19 (M = 19.21, SD = 3.95), with the mode and
median age being 18. This was notably lower than the host institution’s general
population, where the average age is 25.
Table 1
Percentage demographics comparison host institution, state, and national public 2year student population
Race & Ethnic
Origin

Asian
Black or African
American
Hispanic or Latino
White
Two or more of the
above
Group not listed

National
State
2-year
Census
college
student
6
4
13
9

Study
Sample

Host
Institution

3
9

3
9

21

22

27

16

55

52

44

71

9

6

4

*

3

8

4

*

Source: College Board Trends in Community College Research Brief. Host Institution 2020
enrollment records, Host Institution State’s Census Data.
*data for comparable category is unavailable

The vast majority of participants (96%) were enrolled full-time, a significant
difference from the host institution’s general population where less than 45% are
enrolled full-time (χ2 (1, n= 209) = 263.26, p < .001). Fifty-six percent of the students
were eligible for Pell Grants, slightly higher than the population of students at the host
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institution: χ2 (1, n= 209) = 5.27, p = .02. Sixty percent of the participants identified
as first-generation college students and forty percent worked 20 hours a week or more
while taking classes, with the average being under 20 (M = 17.71, SD = 12.86).
Instruments
Once participants completed the online consent forms, they accessed the
survey through the Qualtrics (2020) system. The survey contained 64-items
quantitative items that included demographic questions and the scales utilized in this
study. Several items on the scales utilized were modified as recommended by the
developers to fit the setting and population (Luthans et al., 2017). Due to these
modifications, a pilot study was conducted to assess the modified scale items. Samples
of the materials utilized in this study can be found in Appendix 1.
Demographic Data
To assess important moderating and extraneous variables, participants completed
a questionnaire gathering important demographic data. This six-item questionnaire
asked participants to identify their individual characteristics of age, gender, first
generation college student status, race/ethnicity, number of hours worked outside of
school, and number of dependents. Additional academic and student information were
gathered with student consent from the host institution’s records department, and deidentified through the institution’s Office of Institutional Research. This information
included end of semester GPA and Pell Grant status.
Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ)
To measure the construct of psychological capital, participants were given the
Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ) (Luthans et al., 2017). The PCQ is a 24-
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item scale (PCQ-24) comprised of items from well validated and researched scales
measuring hope (Snyder et al., 1996), efficacy (Parker, 1998), resilience (Wagnild &
Young, 1993), and optimism (Scheier & Carver, 1985). Validation studies found
significant cross validation comparing the PCQ-24 with scales focused on the original
constructs (Luthans et al., 2007a).
PCQ-24 asks participants to rate agreement with statements on a 5-point Likert
scale with each item related to the four domains of PsyCap, allowing it to be utilized
in a wide variety of settings. However, the authors suggest modifications to items for
academic focus, such as “There are lots of ways around any [study-related] problem”
and “When things are uncertain for me [in school], I usually expect the best” (Liran &
Miller, 2019). The ratings on these items create scores on four subscales (hope,
efficacy, resilience, and optimism), and combine into a total PsyCap score. The
original validation study of the 24-item PCQ reported reliability ratings of .93, with
each subscale displaying reliability ratings above .71.
Considering that few studies on PsyCap have focused on community college
students, the researcher consulted the authors of the PCQ for recommendations
modification of wording on the scale items for use with the community college
population (F. Luthans, personal communication, May 20, 2020). The
recommendations of the authors were incorporated in the version of the PCQ utilized
in this study (seen in Appendix 1). In addition, the researcher conducted a pilot study
to assess this modified scale prior to being used in the study.
Academic Adjustment Questionnaire (AAQ)
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In this study, collegiate adjustment was measured by a shortened version of the
Students Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ). Developed by Baker and Siryk
(1989), the SACQ is a 67-item self-report scale measuring domains of student
adaptation on four subscales. The shortened version of the scale is identified as the
Academic Adjustment Questionnaire (AAQ) in Liran & Miller’s (2019) research. The
AAQ domain is made up of 28 items with each item asking the respondent to rate their
agreement with statements like “I find academic studies difficult”. Participants rate
their agreement on a 9-point Likert scale and these responses result in an overall
adjustment score, as well as scores on four subscales: academic achievement, social
skills, well-being, and satisfaction. Reliability ratings for the SACQ were .92-.95, with
reliability scores on the subscales being over .77. Liran and Miller’s (2019) study
reported an overall reliability score for their modified scale of .86, with the subscale
scores being above .77 as well. Modifications were made in the wording of some
items of the AAQ in order to be in-line with wording changes in the PCQ (i.e., the
word “college” was used in place of “university,” see Appendix 1 for the modified
AAQ). Because of these changes, the researcher piloted the modified instrument prior
to this study. Pilot data for the AAQ revealed coefficient omega ratings of .97 for the
full scale, and subscale reliability scores ranging from .63 to .90.
Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms-62 (CCAPS-62)
This study utilizes the Academic Distress subscale of the Counseling Center
Assessment of Psychological Symptoms-62 (CCAPS-62) to assess participant distress.
The CCAPS-62 is a 62-item instrument that assesses multiple personal and mental
health issues that students are experiencing (McAleavey et al., 2012). The scores on
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these items generate scores on the eight subscales: depression, generalized anxiety,
social anxiety, academic distress, eating concerns, family distress, hostility, and
substance abuse. The validity of the CCAPS-62 as an initial measure of psychological
symptoms among college students has been established in a large, multi-campus study
when McAleavey and colleagues (2012) reported internal consistencies on these
subscales ranging from .83 to .92. For this study, the items of the academic distress
subscale were the only items of the CCAPS-62 included. The Academic Distress
subscale is made up of five items assessing academic distress such as “I am unable to
keep up with my school-work (sic),” with participants rating these items on a 5-point
Likert from 0 (not at all like me) to 4 (extremely like me). The authors of the CCAPS62 report a reliability rating of .83 for the subscale (Center for College Mental Health,
2016). No modifications to the Academic Distress subscale items were made;
however, as the items were removed from the broader CCAPS-62 instrument, they
were also included in the pilot study. The coefficient omega rating in the pilot data for
the Academic Distress scale was .83.
Open-Ended Survey Questions
To gain a deeper understanding of students’ experiences with PsyCap, academic
distress, and collegiate adjustment, the final questions on the survey were four openended qualitative items in which the participants were e asked to summarize their
experience with attending a community college. Participants were asked to type a
response to the following open-ended survey questions:
● “Do you believe you will face challenges in obtaining a degree? What
do you think about these upcoming challenges?” [Hope]
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●

“How has your confidence level affected your studies? Do you believe
that your confidence level has helped or hindered your studies?”
[Efficacy]

● “In the past, how have you overcome obstacles to your success? How
do you feel about the future?” [Resilience]
● “How will having a college degree affect you and your goals?”
[Optimism]
Research Design
This study aims to assess the relationship between multiple variables, with the
primary independent variables being operationalized by participant attitudes. In order
to accomplish this, the researcher utilized a correlational methodology. This
methodology can be easily applied in quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods
research, and is commonly used in social science research such as psychology and
education (Singleton & Straits, 2009). As such, this methodology is readily applied to
studies such as the current one, but it is not without its limitations (see below for
thorough discussion). Even with these limitations, correlational methodology is the
most appropriate for this form of quantitative research.
Variables of Interest
There are several quantitative variables of interest in this study. The primary
variables are:
● Psychological Capital (PsyCap): The state-like construct that includes the
positive psychological resources of hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism.
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Operationalized as scores on the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ),
with higher scores being related to higher amounts of psychological capital.
●

Collegiate Adjustment: The degree to which students are adjusting to
academic life. Operationalized as scores on the Academic Adjustment
Questionnaire (AAQ) with higher scores representing fuller adjustment to the
college environment.

●

Academic Distress: The amount of frustration and distress that students are
experiencing related to their academic studies. Operationalized by the
Academic Distress subscale of the Counseling Center Assessment of
Psychological Symptoms (CCAP), with higher scores suggesting higher
amounts of distress.

●

Academic Achievement: The aspect of college success that is being evaluated
in this study. This measure serves as the dependent or outcome variable. It is
operationalized as current GPA based on a 4-point grade scale.

Research Questions and Hypothesis
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between PsyCap and
important student variables such as academic distress, collegiate adjustment, and
academic achievement. Three primary research questions were generated during
conceptualization of this study:
R1: Does psychological capital have an effect on student academic achievement?
R2: Does psychological capital influence collegiate adjustment?
R3: Does psychological capital influence academic distress?
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To answer these research questions, two corresponding hypotheses were
generated to guide data analysis. These hypotheses are related to PsyCap and
academic achievement, and a possible mediation relationship of PsyCap between the
variables of academic distress and collegiate adjustment. Specifically, the hypotheses
state that there will be a direct effect of PsyCap on academic achievement, as well as
an indirect mediational effect on ratings of collegiate adjustment and academic
distress, which in turn affect academic achievement. These three hypotheses are thus
summarized as:
H1: There will be significant, positive main effect for PsyCap on GPA, such the
main effect differs significantly from zero
H2: Collegiate Adjustment will mediate the relationship between PsyCap and
GPA, such that the indirect effect differs significantly from zero.
H3= Academic Distress will mediate the relationship between PsyCap and GPA,
such that the indirect effect differs significantly from zero.
Procedure
After IRB approval of this study, recruitment of participants began. The data
collection was conducted during the first month of the fall 2021 semester. Of note, this
specific semester represented the first semester returning to the host campus following
the emergency remote teaching that began in spring of 2020 the onset of the COVID19 pandemic (Reyes-Portillo et al., 2022).
Student participants were recruited through the host institution’s email server.
Eligible students were sent a recruitment email that included a description of the
study, a copy of the informed consent, and a unique survey link. Participants that
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wished to participate were directed to access the study materials through the direct link
in the recruitment email. This link took students to the Qualtrics survey software
where they could access the materials. Participants once again read a description of the
study and completed informed consent forms. Participants then completed the study
materials. Through Qualtrics, student responses were entered into a database
controlled and monitored by the host institution’s Office of Institutional Research. At
the conclusion of the semester, a participant’s semester GPA was included in the
database. Following this, participant responses were de-identified by the host
institution’s Office of Institutional Research, and the now anonymous data was given
to the researcher.
To test the hypotheses, the researcher chose parallel mediation analysis (PMA), a
technique performed within structural equation modeling (SEM) or multiple
regression analysis (MR) to analyze the data. Parallel mediation analysis was chosen
because of the strengths of the method. PMA is a sophisticated method that allows
assessment of direct and indirect effects of the independent variable on the dependent
variable, can assess for possible mediation effects of several mediation variables, and
reduces the impact of measurement error (Hayes, 2018; Hoyle, 1995; McCoach, et al.,
2007). A two-step process was followed for the PMA. First, the data was entered into
SPSS software for initial analysis and organization of variables. Following this, a
complete dataset was then exported into R Studio (Rosseel, 2012) for PMA to test the
study’s hypotheses. The PROCESS function of R allows for simple, parallel, and
serial mediation analyses and was utilized in this study. Participants’ qualitative
responses to the open-ended survey questions were analyzed by hand using two cycles
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of inductive and deductive coding analysis, applying initial and focused coding
techniques (Saldaña, 2009).
Data Analysis
Quantitative Analysis
Because the research questions are in this study concern mediation effects of the
variables, parallel mediation analysis was chosen as the method is best suited for this
study. Mediation analysis focuses on the relationship between a predictor independent
variable and a dependent outcome variable, suggesting a casual chain between the
predictor and outcome variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Judd & Kenny, 1981). When
a relationship is observed, it is considered a total effect and can be defined as an
unmediated model (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes, 2018; Kenny, 2021) (see Figure 7
for unmediated model). When a possible predictive influence between an independent
and dependent variable is observed, analysis should be conducted to assess the effect
of any interceding, or mediating, variables. This analysis assesses direct effects
between the independent and dependent variables, as well as indirect mediation effects
between the mediating variables (see Figure 8 for mediation model) (Hayes, 2018). If
the results reveal that the total effect is explained by the mediator variable(s), then a
complete mediation is said to have occurred. However, if even a reduced direct effect
remains after controlling for the mediator variables, then a partial mediation has
occurred (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Kenny, 2021).
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Mediation analysis can be performed as part of a path analysis in SEM, or as a
system of multiple regression analyses (Frazier et al., 2004). SEM is the preferred
method for mediation analysis (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hoyle 1995), however it can be
difficult to recruit enough participants to adequately perform the analysis (Quintana &
Maxwell, 1999). In that case, the multiple regression analysis is appropriate
(Holmbeck, 1997), and has been the most common method utilized in mediation
analysis (MacKinnon, 2000). Parallel mediation analysis (PMA) can be performed
with multiple regression analysis to evaluate a complete or partial mediation of
between the mediation variables (M1, M2, etc.) and the predictor variable (X) on the
outcome variable (Y) (Hayes, 2018).
Mediation analysis is performed in primary four steps utilizing three regression
equations (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Kenny, 2021). These steps are:
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Step 1. Identify a significant relationship between the predictor variable X and the
outcome variable Y through the single path of c. This represents the total effect
described above and can be seen in Figure 8. This step establishes that there is an
actual effect that could be mediated by other variables.
Step 2. Identify a mediator variable M has a significant relationship with the
predictor variable X through path a. This step treats the mediator as if it were an
outcome variable, justifying the relationship between X and M.
Step 3. Continue analysis to assess for a significant relationship between the
mediator variable M and the outcome variable Y through path b. In order to establish
an effect of M on Y, the predictor variable must be controlled.
Step 4. Evaluate the relationship between the predictor variable through the
mediator variable on the outcome variable (path ab) and compare it to the direct effect
path c’. If, when controlling for M, path c’ is zero, then the relationship between the
predictor and outcome variables is completely mediated by the mediator variable(s).
However, if c’ is not zero, then an independent effect of X on Y, though reduced,
remains and partial medication is thought to occur. (See Figure 8)
The above process can be expressed as: c = c’+ab. The above steps, guide
analysis to gauge how much of the total effect (c) is the result of a direct effect (c’) or
an indirect effect (ab) and establish if full or partial mediation has occurred. In order
to do this, the indirect effect of ab must be identified and compared to the direct effect
of c’. Multiple methods have been utilized to evaluate the significance of the
mediation effect ab (Kenny, 2021); this study will utilize three methods to calculate
the mediational relationship.
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Joint Test of Significance. This method is a straightforward and relatively
simple way to assess the indirect effect of the mediational variables. It focuses on Step
2 and 3, and holds that if path a is significant, as well as path b, then it can be assumed
that the indirect effect is greater than zero and at least partial mediation has occurred
(Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007; Kenny, 2021). Though the join test offers some insight
into power of the indirect effect, it has theoretical limitations such has an inability to
produce confidence intervals, and thus should be utilized with other methods to assess
the ab path (Fritz et al., 2012).
Sobel Test. Early mediation analysis utilized the Sobel (1982) test to evaluate the
indirect effect of mediator variables. The Sobel test proposes dividing ab by estimate
of the standard error of ab, producing a ratio understood in a Z-score (Kenny, 2021).
The Sobel test is extremely conservative (MacKinnon et al., 1995) which is of benefit
in reducing error, however for this reason it also has low power and should not be the
sole source for evidence of indirect effect.
Bootstrapping. Many mediation and SEM analyses are utilizing bootstrapping in
analysis of data. Bootstrapping is a non-parametric method of assessing the
distribution of an estimator through resampling of the data with replacement (Kenny,
2021; Strout & Bolger, 2002) comparing a random subsample to the original sample.
Through the use of computer programs, this process is repeated many times with slight
changes within the sample, often 5000 to 10,000 times. Analyses are then run on each
of these subsamples, computing the direct and indirect effects from each one of them.
With the calculation of the indirect effect of thousands of samples, a sampling
distribution can be empirically created, and confidence intervals created (Kane &
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Ashbaugh, 2017; Kenny, 2021). Confidence intervals than can be utilized as
significance testing by confirming that zero does not appear between the low and high
confidence intervals. This method gives a more robust picture of the indirect effect.
Summary of Analysis Plan
The research questions of this study are related to the influence of PsyCap on
constructs of academic distress and collegiate adjustment, and the resultant effect on
academic achievement. Parallel mediation analysis will be utilized in this study to
assess if mediator variables of academic distress (M1) and collegiate adjustment (M2)
explain the relationship between the independent variable of PsyCap (X) and the
outcome variable of academic achievement (Y, GPA). In this model, PsyCap is
proposed to influence academic distress (a1) and collegiate adjustment (a2), which in
turn influence GPA (paths b1 and b2), producing indirect effects of a1b1 and a2b2
respectively. The direct effect from PsyCap to GPA is identified as c’; the
combination of the indirect and direct effects represents the total effect of c (see
Figure 9 for diagram of the model). If the indirect effect is significant, then mediation
is said to have occurred, with examination of the significance of the direct effect
offering evidence of partial or complete mediation (Mackinnon et al., 2007). Through
use of parallel mediation analysis, an explanation of PsyCap’s mechanism(s) of effect
on GPA can be evaluated.
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Qualitative Analysis
The participant’s responses to the open-ended survey questions were reviewed
and coded. The coding will be two stage coding, with the first phase of coding
utilizing initial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to generate
primary codes, and the second phase coding utilizing focused coding (Charmaz, 2006)
to reorganize these codes into themes. The reorganization into themes will follow an
inductive and deductive approach. The transcripts will be coded deductively using the
elements of PsyCap (hope, efficacy, resilience, optimism). Inductive coding will
assess students’ experience with these themes to generate common themes.
Initial, or open, coding is a first cycle coding method that has the researcher
analyze the qualitative data from the participants in order to gather a conceptual
understanding of the data (Charmaz, 2006). If appropriate, the researcher examines the
data line by line and assigns codes as appropriate. These codes may be one to several
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word summaries of the concepts and themes of the participants’ responses. Initial
coding can also incorporate in vivo-coding–direct quotes from the participants’
responses (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008) –and process-coding–
categorizing participants’ speech into action using gerunds (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;
Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Initial coding is well suited for this research project as it is
incredibly flexible in application, readily utilized with all forms of qualitative data,
and is approachable for beginner qualitative researchers (Saldaña, 2009).
First-cycle coding will generate a number of codes that will need to be analyzed
and refined. This revision process is known as second-cycle coding, taking the
analysis of the first-cycle and filtering it into distinct forms. The method of secondcycle coding to be utilized in this study is focused coding. Focused coding commonly
follows initial coding and seeks to group the initial codes into salient categories that
are representative of the themes in the broader data (Charmez, 2006). This requires the
researcher to develop reasonable categories and make decisions about which initial
codes fit into the categories. The development of these categories can be inductive in
nature, creating categories directly out of the initial codes, or deductive by generating
themes based on constructs from the theoretical literature (Charmez, 2006). The data
can be re-analyzed using these new categorical codes, and the established categories
can be compared to new data to assess transferability (Saldaña, 2009).
Conclusion
The research design incorporates methods that are appropriate to investigate the
research questions. However, all statistical methods suffer from limitations that need
to be taken into consideration while considering the results presented in the next
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chapter. The impact of these limitations, as well as suggestions for future research to
address them, will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
The purpose of this study is to explore PsyCap and assess any relationship
between PsyCap and important student variables such as academic distress, collegiate
adjustment, and academic achievement. The three research questions that were
generated during conceptualization of this study are:
R1: Does psychological capital have an effect on student academic achievement?
R2: Does psychological capital influence academic distress?
R3: Does psychological capital influence collegiate adjustment?
In order to explore these questions, a quantitative evaluation was conducted in the
form of parallel mediation analysis. Additional qualitative analysis was conducted to
broaden the results and offer insight into the findings. Quantitative analysis tested
relations between psychological capital (PsyCap) and academic achievement (e.g.,
GPA) as mediated by the constructs of collegiate adjustment and academic distress.
Thus, it was hypothesized that PsyCap had a causal influence on the mediators.
As these constructs are not the only possible influences on the relation between
PsyCap and GPA, it is possible that a partial mediation is observed rather than a full
mediation. Mediation analysis is utilized to evaluate the relationship between a
predictor and outcome variable and assess intervening effects of mediator variables.
Parallel mediation analysis can be used when multiple mediators are present and the
mediators are not thought to have a causal relationship with each other, thus it is an
appropriate modality for use in this study. The purpose of utilizing parallel multiple
mediation here is to better understand the roles of collegiate adjustment and academic
distress as mediators between PsyCap and GPA.
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H1= There is a significant, positive main effect for PsyCap on GPA, such the
main effect differs significantly from zero.
H2= Collegiate Adjustment mediates the relationship between PsyCap and GPA,
such that the indirect effect differs significantly from zero.
H3= Academic Distress mediates the relationship between PsyCap and GPA, such
that the indirect effect differs significantly from zero.
Quantitative Study Design and Evaluating Assumptions
The study is cross-sectional and correlational. For this model, PsyCap is the
independent predictor variable (X), collegiate adjustment (M1) and academic distress
(M2) are parallel mediators, and GPA is the dependent outcome variable (See Figure
9). In this study, PsyCap is measured by the 24 items of the Psychological Capital
Question are (PCQ) (Luthans et al., 2017), collegiate adjustment measured by the 28
items from the Academic Adjustment Questionnaire (AAQ) (Liran & Miller, 2019),
and academic distress by 5 items of the Academic Distress subscale (ADS) of the
CCAP-62 (Center for College Mental Health, 2016). The total sum scale scores were
calculated to represent the constructs and are used in the analysis.
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Modifications to GPA
During the evaluation of the data’s assumptions and distributions, a significant
issue was observed. The scales utilized in this study (PCQ, AAQ, ADS) behaved well
with no significant outliers or further issue. However, an issue was detected with the
outcome variable of GPA. A normal distribution was not expected with GPA as GPA
is not thought to be symmetrical since as grade point averages tend to increase. Even
with this this taken into consideration, the variable GPA presented with significant
outliers and skew towards low GPA. Additional analysis revealed that this was due to
a disproportionate number of students having a GPA of 0.0. The source of this issue
was how GPA was calculated in the dataset granted by the host institution to the
researcher. Participants that had withdrawn from the semester were coded as having a
0.0 GPA, regardless of what their GPA was at the time. This presented a serious
confound, as there is a theoretical difference between students that did not complete
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the semester (i.e., retention issue) and students that completed but performed poorly
(i.e., academic achievement issue). To avoid the confound entirely, the researcher
decided to exclude these participants with a zero or effective null GPA. This removed
29 participants and produced a smaller sample (n= 180). All of the results included
below utilize this new sample, however Appendix 3 has the original analysis of the
full sample for the reader’s review and comparison.
Item analysis. Before creating the total scale sum scores, the items were
investigated to identify potential misbehaving items, which means that the average
inter-item correlation and Cronbach’s alpha would increase after removing the item(s).
Another indicator of a badly behaving item is a low item-total scale score correlation
(Ercan, et al., 2007; Heise & Bohrnstedt, 1970; McDonald, 1999). The results of the
item analyses for independent and mediating variables can be found below.
PCQ. For the PCQ scale, Cronbach’s alpha is .91 which is pointedly above
the .70 minimum threshold level. The average inter-item correlation is .29 which is in
the acceptable range of .20 to .40. In addition, no items have missing data, and the data
is not skewed. It can be deduced that the alpha does not decrease when items are
removed. In reviewing the results, there are no indications of bad behaving items for
the variable PCQ (Table 2). Therefore, a total sum scale score across the 24 items is
appropriate. The item-total scale score correlation can be found in Table 3. Values
larger than .30 are preferable (Harlow, 2014). Only item PCQ9 falls slightly below
this threshold, and it was still included because the value was not below .20 and the
item’s removal would not significantly impact the overall scale alpha.
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Table 2
Output Item Analysis PCQ (the rows represent items PCQ1 to PCQ24)
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Table 3
Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for PCQ

AAQ. The same tests were conducted on the AAQ scale, revealing a Cronbach’s
alpha level of .88. The inter-item correlation for the AAQ was .20, just at the
acceptable range. As with the PCQ, skewness ratings were within acceptable limits
(Hair et al., 2010), and thus the same conclusion about the appropriateness of total
scale scores can be reached. (See Table 4). Looking at the inter-item correlations, the
correlation between the individual items of the AAQ and the total sum scale score are,
in general, moderate to high. However, the items AAQ8, AAQ10, AAQ11, AAQ13,
AAQ18, and AAQ28 are slightly below the .30 threshold (see Table 5). These items
were still included in this study as they were all above the .20 threshold.
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Table 4
Output Item Analysis AAQ (the rows represent items AAQ1 to AAQ28)
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Table 5
Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for AAQ

ADS. In line with the PCQ and the AAQ, the ADS demonstrates acceptable
results for total score analysis, with a Cronbach’s Alpha of .80 and a mean item
correlation of .44 (see Table 6). All the ASD items have a high correlation with the
total sum scale score, with all results above .47 (see Table 7). All ADS items were
included with no hesitation.

84

Table 6
Output Item Analysis ASD (the rows represent items ASD1 to ASD5)

Table 7
Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for ASD

Descriptive Statistics and Exploratory Plots. After the item analysis, the
total sum scale scores were created, and the descriptive statistics of the total sum scale
scores of the variables PCQ, ASD and AAQ were calculated. For these scales, higher
ratings indicated higher amounts of the construct. Thus, high total sum scores on PCQ
and AAQ represented higher amounts of psychological capital and adjustment
respectively, whereas higher scores on ADS represented higher amounts of distress.
Because of this, a negative relationship between the beneficial constructs of PCQ and
AAQ and ADS was expected, as well as a negative relationship between ADS and
GPA.
Review of the average scores on the individual scale measures revealed some
significant responses notably with the PCQ and AAQ. For the PCQ, items 3 and 5
were noticeably lower than average, suggesting lower amounts of hope and
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pessimistic outlook, however item 7 suggests participants had high focus on goal
setting behavior. In the AAQ, several items were also particularly different than the
average: items 3, 5, and 7 were much lower than the average suggesting that
participants were disconnected from social life on campus. This isn’t surprising as the
host institution is a commuter school, and data collection occurred during the COVID19 pandemic where students were highly displaced. Countering this, participants
disagreed with item 13, showing strong support for their choice to study at a
community college.
Table 8
Descriptive Statistics of Variables
n

Mean

SD

Range

Skew

Kurtosis

SE

PCQ

180

83.56

15.24

76

-.39

-.29

1.14

AAQ

180

147.41

34.87

157

.06

-.73

2.6

ADS

180

12.75

4.76

20

.30

-.77

.35

GPA

180

2.90

.91

3.7

-.88

-.17

.07

The descriptive statistics of the variable GPA also needed to be investigated. The
descriptive statistics, together with a histogram and boxplot for these four variables is
provided (See Table 8 for descriptive statistics. See Appendix 2 for additional tables
regarding descriptive statistics of the scale items, histogram and plots for these four
variables). Normality is further examined using a p-p plot, as well as kurtosis and
skewness needing to be within adequate limits of +7/-7 and +2/-2 respectively (Hair,
et al, 2010; Harlow, 2014).
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As can be deduced from the output in Appendix 2, the scores on the variables
PCQ and AAQ are approximately normally distributed. The distributions for the
variable ADS and GPA are not normally distributed based on visual inspection of the
histogram. This is not particularly surprising as ADS is a small scale only based on 5
items, and GPA has a range from 0 to 4. The variable ADS, in general, can be
assumed to be symmetric and does not look problematic as extreme scores are less
likely. However, the variable GPA is not symmetric and does not follow the general
pattern of normality as extreme scores on the scale (i.e., 4) are most likely. Note that
the path analysis does not assume that GPA is normally distributed, but that GPA|GDP
+ ADS + AAQ is normally distributed. This can be evaluated by looking into the
residuals.
For GPA the descriptive statistics for skew and kurtosis do not offer concern
(both are smaller than |2|. However, as noted above, GPA small scale (ranging from 04), and GPA scores are prone to grade inflation. This inflation is demonstrated in the
boxplot, the histogram, and the normality plots. There is also evidence for 1 outlier
(GPA = 0.3). This outlier maintained. (Appendix 2).
After removing the values for which GPA = 0, the normality assumption for the
remaining sample (n = 180) can still not be assumed. Therefore, it was recommended
to perform a transformation of the GPA scores (M. Moeyart, personal communication
2/08/2022). For a distribution with negative skew and kurtosis, a root square
transformation is appropriate. Even after performing this transformation, no
improvement in terms of normality of the data was made. Given this ceiling, the effect
of the GPA is an inherent characteristic the data and the untransformed GPA data was
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utilized. Because of the larger sample size (n > 30), normality of the sampling
distribution can still be assumed even if the sample distribution is not normally
distributed (Hogg et al., 2015). The transformed GPA thus served as the dependent
variable for the mediation analysis.
Assumptions for the Mediation Analysis. To conduct the parallel mediation
analysis, several assumptions had to be evaluated. These assumptions include
linearity, homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity. Linearity can be assessed by
examining a scatterplot of the predictor, mediator, and outcome variables.
Homoscedasticity can be examined through examining the plotted residuals for
patterns and direction. Although some level of multicollinearity is expected among
predictors and mediators in a mediation model (Hayes, 2018), multicollinearity can be
examined through assessing correlations among predictors. The tests of these
assumptions can be seen in the scatterplot located in Appendix 2.
Based on visual inspection of the scatterplots, there is a moderator positive linear
relationship between PCQ and GPA, and between AAQ and GPA. The relationship
between ADS and GPA is negative and moderate. The relationship between PCQ and
AAQ is large and positive, whereas the relationship between PCQ and ADS is also
large, but negative. Lastly, the relationship between the two mediator variables of
AAQ and ADS is strong, but also negative. The relationships observed were as
expected. A larger value for ADS is related to a smaller value for the other variables
(GPA, PCQ and AAQ), which is appropriate conceptually as high ratings of ADS
would be related to distress and likely would be related to poor psychological capital,
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adjustment, or performance. The correlation matrix supports the visual examination
and can be seen in Table 9 below:
Table 9
Correlation matrix

Figure 10 displays the distribution of the standardized residuals for the model
GPA|PCQ + ADS + AAQ. A curvature in the plot can be seen. Thus, there is evidence
that the linear model (GPA as dependent variable and PCQ, ADS and AAQ as
independent variables), in general, is appropriate for the standardized GPA values
between -1 and 1. Values outside this range would possibly warrant a non-linear
model. This analysis is to explore the normality assumption for the model GPA|GDP
+ ADS + AAQ alone. The exploration of a mediational relationship occurs in the main
analysis utilizing parallel mediation to explore the path analysis.
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Figure 10
Distribution of standardized residuals for model

Exploring Potential Covariates. Prior to testing the mediation model (see Figure
8 above), potential covariates were explored to understand whether the scores on the
variables PCQ, AAQ and ADS are dependent on additional covariates. If substantial
covariance was observed (p < .01), the addition of covariables and modification of the
model would be considered. To assess this, a multivariate factorial analysis of
variance using General Linear Model (GLM) was conducted with demographic data as
factors to assess for significant differences among demographic data (i.e., gender, age,
first generation status, ethnicity, hours worked outside of school, Pell recipient status)
on the study variables (e.g., PsyCap, Collegiate Adjustment, Academic Distress).
Results of Covariate Analysis. The tables for the GLM analysis for each of the
study variables can be seen in Appendix 2. General linear modeling was conducted for
the PCQ, AAQ, and ADS with the above listed demographic variables. With one
exception, none of the demographic variables demonstrated a substantial significant
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relationship (p > .01) with any of the scales utilized in the study. The single exception
was participant age and scores on the ADS, with age predicting lower ADS scores: b =
-.411, t(180) = -4.066, p < .001. Because of the limited variance in age with the
sample, this result was deemed significant but not important for this study. Because of
this, and that none of the other demographic variables were significant, no covariates
were added to the main analysis.
Mediation Analysis
Following the confirmation of methodological assumptions, a parallel multiple
mediator model is used to test the study hypotheses (see Figure 9 above).
In the parallel multiple mediator model, mediators may be correlated, but are not
expected to have a single direction causal relation (Hayes, 2018). This requirement is
most certainly fulfilled in current study as the relationship between the mediator
variables (collegiate adjustment and academic distress) is negative. In this study, a
fully saturated path model is of interest. A saturated model reproduces all of the
variances, covariance and means of the observed variables. A saturated model has the
best fit possible since it perfectly duplicates all of the variances, covariances, and
means. For this reason, the saturated model has a chi-square of zero with zero degrees
of freedom. Because a saturated model has the best fit possible, it becomes the
standard for comparison with the models that are estimated.
Since the saturated model is the actual model to be estimated in current study, no
chi-square, RMSE, CFI and other fit indices are obtained (Kline, 2016). Because the
model of interest and the saturated model are one in the same, it is expected that the
degrees of freedom are zero. For this saturated model, there are 4 observed variables,
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and therefore the fully saturated model has 4*5/2+4 = 14 parameters. In model
prediction (e.g., parallel mediation analysis), and not testing of a model relative to the
saturated model (structural equation modeling) is the main purpose of the study, then a
fully saturated path model is appropriate. This is the case in the current student and, as
such, the number of parameters to be estimated is the same as the number of paths
specified in the model. In this case, the proportion of explained variability is an
indicator of how good the model is to explain variability in GPA given the specified
relationships between the variables (i.e., explanatory power). In contrast, to test a
theoretical model, a comparison between the specified model and the fully saturated
model is made (Kline, 2016). If the specified model is the same as the saturated
model, then the above-mentioned fit indices (such as RMSE, CFI, etc.) cannot be
obtained. The model to tested needs to contain one or multiple restrictions. In the next
section, the results of the prediction will be presented, followed by an analysis to test
whether the theoretical model with restrictions is appropriate relative to the fully
saturated model.
Predicting GPA
According to Hayes (2018), the procedure for testing a parallel multiple mediator
includes one regression command to estimate all effects (e.g., M1, M2 and Y). Main
effects as well as indirect effects and effect sizes are provided (Hayes, 2018). For
statistical inference, bootstrapped confidence intervals are constructed. Percentile
confidence intervals are set at 99% confidence to coincide with per comparison alpha
level and 10,000 bootstrap samples, as bootstrap samples of at least 5,000 have been
stated as suitable for mediation analyses (Jose, 2013; Mallinckrodt et al., 2006).
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Significance will be established by assessing confidence intervals; if zero fell within
the confidence interval, it was judged as non-significant.
Model Specification Details and RCode
The researcher followed Regorz’s (2021) recommendations for coding in RStudio
(Rosseel, 2012) to complete the parallel mediation analysis. The function “PROCESS”
within RStudio 4.1.2 was used (PROCESS for R version 4.0.1) (Hayes, 2018). This
function allows for parallel mediation analyses, including percentile bootstrap
corrected confidence intervals. This is needed, as the traditional Sobels test for
significance testing of indirect effects assumes that the product of the a-path
(independent variable to mediator) and b-path (mediator to dependent variable)
coefficients are normally distributed. Prior to using the PROCESS function, total scale
scores for the independent variable (PCQ), and the two mediator variables (AAQ and
ADS) needed to be created using the R code in Appendix 4.
Once accomplished, R code can be used to run the parallel mediation model. In
the code presented in Appendix 4, it is specified that the data “raw” will be used. The
dependent variable (Y) is “GPA”, the independent variable (X) is “PCQ”, and the two
mediators are “AAQ” (M1) and “ADS” (M2). Model = 4 indicates that we are using a
parallel mediation path analysis using continuous variables. Additional options were
specified. To obtain a standardized effect size for the indirect effects, the code
“effsize=1” is utilized. In order to obtain the total effect, which is the c-path (from
independent variable to dependent variable, without the mediator), “total=1” was
included in the R code. Following the assessment of demographic variables described
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above, additional controlling variables (i.e., covariates) were not included in the
analysis.
Next, Sobel’s (1982) test for statistical significance was utilized to test the
indirect effect. Sobel’s test assumes that the indirect effect is normally distributed.
This is an unreasonable assumption if the sample size is smaller than 200 which,
following the jettison of confounding GPA results described above, is the case in the
current study. However, the test was still utilized to glean additional and useful
information. To request the Sobel test in R, the code “normal = 1” was set. In addition
to the unstandardized path coefficient estimates, the standardized coefficients for the
a-path, b-path and c’-path coefficients were to be reported. To accomplish this, the
script “stand=1” was included.
By default in R, bootstrap corrected confidence intervals for the indirect effects
(through AAQ and ADS) are obtained. The default number of bootstrap samples is
5,000 (Kane & Ashbaugh, 2017; Kenny, 2021). In order to increase the power of the
results, the number of samples was doubled to the generally accepted high standard of
10,000 samples (Kenny, 2021; Strout & Bolger, 2002) (see “boot=10000” in R Code
located in Appendix 4). In addition to bootstrap corrected confidence intervals for the
indirect effects, bootstrap corrected estimates and confidence intervals for all
parameter estimates were requested by specifying “modelbt=1”. Bootstrapping
typically uses a seed value, which is a randomly generated number. The disadvantage
of this strategy is that each time the analyses are conducted, slightly different results
can be obtained as new random numbers are utilized. To avoid this and enhance
replicability, the value was set a randomly generated number: seed=”654321”.
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Results
The results of the parallel mediation analysis are presented below, first looking at
total effect of PsyCap (PCQ) on academic achievement (GPA) without any mediators.
Following this, analysis of the mediation paths and the direct path are presented and
compared, confirming if mediation has taken place and, if it has, whether it is a partial
mediation or full mediation effect. The relevant output from R is presented below.
This output is replicated in Appendix D, with some additional information included.
Total Effect. Table 10 displays the results of analysis on PCQ to GPA without
the mediators included. As can be seen, the total effect from PCQ to GPA was
significant at p < .001. The standardized coefficient is relatively large (.24) and the
variance explained by the model is fairly low (R2= .059). Still, this finding gives
support that an effect (path c) is occurring that could possibly be mediated and
continual exploration into mediation with the remaining variables is warranted.
Table 10
R Output for Total Effect

Mediation Path of a1b1 and a2b2. Reviewing the output, both a paths (a1 AAQ;
a2 ADS) are significant at p < .001. Both paths have high standardized coefficients (.72
and -.66, respectively), and proportional explanations of variability within the model
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(AAQ R2= .52, and ADS R2= .44). This finding supports the inclusion of these
mediator variables, as they are significantly related to the predictor variable of PCQ.
See Table 11 below.
Table 11
R Output for a1 and a2

Continuing assessment of mediation paths, b1 (path from AAQ to GPA) was
assessed while controlling for b2 (ADS to GPA), and vice versa. Of the b paths, only
b2 was significant (p < .004), explaining a moderate amount of the variance in the
model (R2=.12). This suggests that a2b2 is an indirect mediational effect and needs to
be compared to the direct path of PCQ to GPA. See Table 12 below.
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Table 12
R Output for b1 and b2

Direct Effect of c’ and comparison with a2b2. To explore mediation effects,
indirect paths and direct paths must be compared. The direct effect of PCQ on GPA
while controlling for the two mediators of AAQ and ADS is understood as path c’. As
can be seen in Table 13 below, while the total effect of c is significant (p = .001), the
direct path of c’ is not significant (p = .98). Additional significance measures can be
seen in the respective confidence intervals for c and c’, with zero passing through the
confidence intervals for path c’ but not for path c. This gives evidence of a total
mediation effect, with the influence of PCQ on GPA being fully mediated by a
mediator variable. In this case, it appears that the mediator variable is ADS, as the
confidence intervals of ADS do not include zero, but the intervals associated with
AAQ do pass through zero. This suggests that the path from PCQ to ADS to GPA
(a2b2) is significant, but the other mediation path of a1b1 (PCQ to AAQ to GPA) is not.
Additional tables for single mediation effects are presented in Appendix 4.
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Table 13
R Output for c’ and a2b2

Mediation Findings and Interpretation
Using 10,000 percentile bootstrap samples at 99% confidence, the following
results were obtained. Consistent with the first research hypothesis, the model’s total
effect with PsyCap as predictor of GPA was statistically significant (c = .0.0146,
t(178) = 3.446 , p = .001, CI [0.0060,0.0232]) (see Table 13 above, and figure 9
below). The variance accounted for by the total effect of the model was 5.91% [R2
= .059, F(1,178 ) = 11.1866 , p = .001]. Although a relatively small to medium amount
of GPA was explained by solely including the predictor PsyCap, this model appeared
to be statistically significant. However, the direct effect of the model PsyCap
predicting GPA was not statistically significant (c’ = 0.0001, t(176) = 0.0229, p
= .9817, CI [-0.0124, 0.0127]). By adding the mediators to the model, a larger
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proportion of variance, 12.33% in GPA scores was explained [R2 = .1233, F(3, 176) =
8.2521, p < .001]. Further, the addition of the mediators to the model resulted in a
coefficient decrease (c = 0.0146., c’ = .0001) depicting a full mediation. The c’ path
become not statistically significant with the addition of the mediators.
This study did not find evidence for hypothesis two. The indirect effect of the
model with collegiate adjustment as a mediator of the relation between PsyCap and
GPA, with academic distress held constant, was not significant (a1b1 = 0.0017, CI [0.0086, 0.0124]). Thus, two cases that differ on one unit of PsyCap are estimated to
differ by 0.0017 unit of GPA through the pathway of adjustment. To better understand
the mediation effect independently of the scale measure, standard deviations can be
utilized for a more meaningful interpretation (Hayes, 2018).
Using this method of standardized effect, two participants who differed by one
standard deviation on PsyCap are estimated to differ by 0.0281 units on GPA through
the mechanism of collegiate adjustment.
Contrasting this, support for hypothesis 3 was uncovered, with the indirect effect
of the model with academic distress as a mediator of the relation between PsyCap and
GPA, and collegiate adjustment held constant, was significant (a2b2 = 0.2127, CI
[0.0483, 0.3844]). Thus, two cases that differ on one unit of PsyCap are estimated to
differ by 0.0127 unit of GPA through the pathway of Academic Distress. Again, using
the standardized effect (Hayes, 2018), two participants who differed by one standard
deviation on PsyCap are estimated to differ by 0.2127 units on GPA through the
mechanism of academic distress. In comparing the indirect effects of collegiate
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adjustment and academic distress to each other, they are not significantly different
(|a1b1 – a2b2| = -0.0111, CI [-0.0283, 0.0067]).
The results of the parallel mediation analysis are visually displayed in Figure 11,
below.

Qualitative Analysis
At the end of the survey, participants were asked to respond to four openended questions. Each question related to some element of PsyCap and asked
participants to respond with their own experiences and attitudes towards the question.
Of the 209 participants, 176 responded in some form to at least one of the qualitative
questions, with most participants answering all four questions. Participant responses to
the open-ended survey questions were analyzed for themes following established
coding methods. Responses that were simple “yes/no/maybe” were excluded as they
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didn’t adequately respond to the question and could not be analyzed in a meaningful
way. Responses were grouped by question and analyzed independently of each
question, so the responses to each question were isolated from the responses to other
questions. Then, each set of responses was analyzed one after the other, with first
cycle coding occurring for each set of data prior to beginning second cycle coding.
The first phase of coding utilized initial coding technique (Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) by reviewing the responses and noting common themes
present within them. The responses to the qualitative questions were organized into a
dataset and transcribed into a spreadsheet. Following this, initial coding began with a
line-by-line review of the data and assigning of appropriate initial codes to lines of
text as indicated. This examination generated a number of codes inductively for these
responses. Following the first-cycle coding for each dataset, the researcher wrote
several memos to record the experience of this process and note information that
would be important moving forward with the remaining sets. Once all sets had been
analyzed in this way, the initial codes were reviewed and finalized or revised, at which
point the updated first-cycle codes were noted within the spreadsheet.
Second-cycle coding began once the initial codes were established. These codes
were listed together on a spreadsheet unique to the open-ended question posed to the
participants. The second-cycle coding strategy utilized was focused coding, where
initial codes are grouped together into common thematic categories (Charmez, 2006).
These categories were developed following inductive and deductive approaches to
identify broader themes. Inductive categories were an attempt to crystalize the themes
directly present in the participant responses. The deductive categories utilized primary
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elements of the PsyCap constructs as a priori themes. Of note, due to the overlap
between the constructs of PsyCap as described in the literature (Avey et al., 2008;
Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), a deductive category of synergy was present in
each set of second-cycle analysis, being defined as situations were one or more of the
other PsyCap constructs was referenced or alluded to in participant responses. Once
these categories were established, the data was reanalyzed line-by-line to link the lines
with their final corresponding categories as appropriate. See Appendix E for the raw
first and second cycle coding results.
Hope
In order to assess the presence of hope within the sample of community college
students, participants were asked the following question: Do you believe you will face
challenges in obtaining a degree? What do you think about these upcoming
challenges? One hundred and sixty responses were acceptable and reviewed. The first
phase coding produced 32 individual codes, which was refined down to 29 codes, such
as mindfulness and motivation. During second-cycle coding, these initial codes were
organized into four separate categorical codes: motivation (deductive category from
the ‘willpower’ component of hope), waypower (deductive category from the
‘waypower’ component of hope), and hopelessness (inductive category). The final
deductive category of synergy was also included in the second-cycle coding.
Motivation.
“Yes there will be lots of challenges and obstacles but I love a challenge so I
can’t wait!”
“I can get past these challenges by setting goals and keeping up with my classes”
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The theme of motivation was prevalent in the responses to the first question. This
category was established deductively as the ‘willpower’ element of the hope construct
(Snyder, 2000). The students described their motivation to complete their goals in the
face of adversity, identifying general or specific barriers to their success, and the need
to overcome these barriers. In the face of these hindrances, students were excited for
the challenge of college and planning for accomplishing their goals. Many students
reported a sense of pride being in difficult academic programs such as nursing or
being first-generation college students. Having lofty goals, and this sense of pride,
increased student motivation for success.
Waypower.
“Time management has definitely become a challenge. Trying to juggle working
part-time along with being a full-time student. Time blocking or scheduling time to get
homework done/study has definitely helped”
“My only concern when it pertains to obtaining a degree is keeping up with the
workload and preventing burnout from studying. I feel obligated to take on these
challenges however since this is my future I am dealing with and I don’t want to mess
it up.”
In addition to being motivated to achieve their goals in spite of obstacles, the
students described how they would surmount the obstacles so that they could be
successful. These responses were considered to be part of waypower, the element of
hope conceptualized as an individual’s ability to solve problems and find alternative
pathways to overcome barriers to their success (Snyder, 2000). Students
acknowledged previous academic “bad habits” that they would need to improve now
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that they had started college. Students recognized the increased difficulty of college,
citing a need to develop coping skills for the increased stress.
Hopelessness.
“I definitely will [face challenges] and I already am. I struggle to balance my
work, school, and social life. I constantly find myself in a battle with myself on what I
should do in the moment. My time feels so limited and I have difficulty finding the urge
to do school. I’m already falling behind and making last minute attempts to catch up.”
“We don’t qualify for aid…we can barely afford to live so I’m unsure if I’ll even
be able to get through another semester before having to give up on college.”
Unfortunately, many students responded to this question by identifying barriers
that they could not overcome. This was conceptualized as hopelessness, where
students felt overwhelmed and defeated by issues and were unable to see themselves
accomplishing their goals. Participants described significant financial needs and
increased stress related to non-academic obligations such as work and supporting their
families. Students reported that pre-existing mental health issues such as depression
and anxiety were being exacerbated by college. Many students described feeling
uncertain about the future and were struggling with burnout and avoidance.
Synergy with resilience, efficacy, and optimism.
“Yes, college is meant to be a test of aptitude, in order to prove you are capable
of excelling in the field you have chosen. I believe challenges will make for a great
experience, becoming a better person through the crucible” [Resilience]
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“I feel like there will definitely be challenges in obtaining a degree. The fact that
these challenges will inevitably come is scary, but I have confidence that when they do
arise I will have the resources and ability to overcome them.” [Efficacy]
“I do believe that I will face challenges in obtaining a degree. What I do think
about these challenges is that they are able to be overcome with the right persistence,
the right attitude, and a great mentality” [Optimism]
In their responses to the hope question, the students’ descriptions included
elements of the other Psycap constructs. Confidence, a construct used synonymously
with efficacy, frequently came into play as the students thought about challenges that
they would face. Notably, many participants were confident that their skills and
abilities would lead them to success, though many were keenly aware of obstacles in
their path (see hopelessness above) and remarked that their confidence was low.
Confidence then appeared to be connected to how the participants viewed their ability
to achieve their goals. When identifying difficulties they were to face, students
displayed resilience and optimism coupled with a general acceptance that these
challenges were part of the "the journey," and could not be avoided. They anticipated
growth as a result of these trials, growth that would further aid in their success.
Efficacy
The second open-ended question was designed to have participants reflect on
their academic self-efficacy: “How has your confidence level affected your studies?
Do you believe that your confidence level has helped or hindered your studies?” One
hundred and sixty-six students responded to this question, offering their insights into
the effect of confidence on collegiate success. First round coding generated 17 initial
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codes, refined to 14. These initial codes included items such as high expectations and
failure. Second-cycle focused coding further refined these items into distinct inductive
categories: determination, self-doubt, as well as the deductive category of synergy.
Determination.
“I have high confidence that I will [succeed] because I know my capabilities. Yes
I do!”
“I think my confidence level has helped me because I am confident that I will
succeed, therefore I keep up with my work. The more confident I am, the more I am
willing to work.”
On the positive side, students reported that high confidence affected their studies
and was seen as a benefit. Students reported that their confidence levels made them
feel determined and instilled in them high expectations for their success. Many
students noted that this confidence led them to be more engaged in their academic
work and focused on their future goals. Indeed, many described a self-fulfilling
prophecy where increased confidence led to students working harder, thus achieving
more, which in turn increased confidence. Even with rising confidence, several
students described being cautious about being overconfident and were trying to “stay
grounded” as they approached their studies.
Self-Doubt.
“…my confidence level has hindered my studies due to the fact that I participate
less in class and I am setting myself back academically by not asking questions I feel
that I need to”
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“I believe my confidence level has been hindering my studies. I don’t feel
confident enough in my ability to perform well at my studies, leading me to have a
difficult time starting my assignments.”
While some student responses demonstrated high confidence regarding
academics, the majority of students reported low confidence levels that were impeding
their studies. Many students reported a history of issues with confidence, stating that
they had struggled with academics since primary and secondary school, and that they
doubted their abilities before even entering college. Already early in the semester,
students were reporting being overwhelmed and “stressed out”- doubting that they
would be able to succeed. Indeed, the inverse self-fulfilling prophecy was present as
well: students believed that their lack of confidence was leading to poor performance,
further lowering their confidence and creating a downward spiral to failure. Students
described that this self-doubt was affecting their self-esteem, leading to harsh
assessments of their abilities and perceived value. Many noted that they felt that they
were unlikely to complete the semester and that they “didn’t belong” in college.
Synergy with optimism and hope.
“In high school my confidence was very low but I started making habits I never
used in high school like using an agenda and now my confidence is super high and I
feel very proud of myself so yes it has helped my studies.” [Hope]
“My confidence level has hindered my studies. I’m often unmotivated and lazy.
I’m not built for school” [Optimism (example of pessimism)]
As with the replies to the hope question, student responses to the efficacy
question implied overlap with other PsyCap elements, namely hope and optimism.
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Synergy with hope was evident in responses where students described that their
confidence level affected their motivation (willpower), for better or worse. This effect
was related to the reoccurring “self-fulfilling prophecy,” where confidence either
increased or decreased motivation, affecting performance and then boosting or
lowering confidence. Additionally, confidence improved or dwindled in relation to the
student’s ability to overcome obstacles by using new skills or perspectives
(waypower). Features of optimism were also present, with students citing a “positive
mindset” as being related to their sense of efficacy, leading to positive and stable selfappraisal of their abilities. Contrastingly, as seen in the quote above, low confidence
coincided with pessimistic appraisal, where students viewed their difficulties as
evidence of personal, inherent characteristics.
Resilience
The third qualitative survey question concerned the PsyCap construct of
resilience and asked the participants: “In the past, how have you overcome obstacles
to your success? How do you feel about the future?”. A total of 168 participants
responded to this question, with initial coding revealing 20 unique codes such as
focused persistence, confidence, and ‘build back better’. Second-cycle analysis
organized these initial codes into three primary thematic categories that were
developed deductively from the literature on resilience: bouncing back, using assets,
and the category of synergy encapsulating the interconnectedness of PsyCap elements.
Bouncing Back.
“Our lives have been extremely hard for as long as I can remember, we’ve been
through some pretty horrible things so you just have to push through, there isn’t
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another option. Surviving is necessary and when that’s all you can do there isn’t
another option but to find your way through and endure it. I’m confident I can make it
through a lot. It doesn’t mean it won’t drastically affect me, but I know I can do it.”
“I toughened up. It’s good to be down once in a while. But at some point you
need to see life as it is: hard. And the only way you can get through hard times is by
getting stronger.”
In their responses, many students acknowledged previous difficulties that had
forged their resolve to succeed, including referencing traumatic experiences. This
concept of “bouncing back” (Luthans et al., 2015, p150) following trauma is in-line
with the research on the construct of resilience (Masten & Reed, 2002) and was used
as a deductive code in this analysis. Several students cited the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic as a source of recent trauma and cause for their positive mindset going into
college. Students demonstrated a focused persistence, concentrating not on past
ordeals but on how they persevered in the face of these traumas. They acknowledged
that past negative experiences had allowed them to ‘build back better.’ Many students
adopted a mentality of ‘if I can survive that, I can survive anything’ as they
approached the new college environment.
Using Assets.
“I have overcome obstacles to my success in the past by reaching out to people
and asking for help as well as coming up with unique ideas to solve the problem.”
“In the past, I have just found other ways around the obstacle, whether it be a
difficult essay or hard to get along with teacher, I always figure out what to do. In
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[the] high school I attended [I would] go to the guidance counselor and talk it out or
figure out a different plan.”
In answering this question, students often identified specific strategies that they
utilized in the past when facing challenges. Comparable to the conceptualization of
resilience (Masten & Reed, 2002), student responses demonstrated their ability to
identify risks and utilize psychological assets to overcome obstacles. A commonly
identified risk was a growing demand of time and attention needed to be successful in
college, requiring students to become better organized and efficient in response. The
students overwhelmingly described social support as the asset that they utilized,
describing that they sought out advice and support from experienced peers and caring
faculty.
Synergy with Hope.
“I have not handled obstacles well in the past, but I also did not take steps to
manage either my ADHD or Depression. Recently, I have been implementing changes
to manage myself through behavioral/mindset changes with the help of
medication…Despite my current situation being more chaotic than [it] has been in the
past, it has been much more manageable by maintaining a calm, problem-solving
attitude and keeping good routines to reach my deadlines.” [Hope]
“[I have overcome obstacles] mostly by pushing myself through and making sure
I talk to others about solutions to keep a level head. I just have to keep telling myself
that there’s an end product that I’m going towards and that I’m luck to understand
what I have to do and how to do it.” [Hope]
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With inter-construct synergy, the PsyCap component of hope was frequently
present in student responses. Initial coding revealed some synergy with the construct
of optimism, mostly regarding having a “positive mindset”, but even these statements
occurred alongside elements of hope. Students described their previous experiences
with stress and trauma as giving them strategies to solve future problems, and
encouraging them to collaborate with peers to uncover alternative solutions to unique
problems (i.e., waypower). Additional assets, such as increasing organization by
careful scheduling and preemptively responding to mental health needs, were
described as crucial to responding to a shifting environment while maintaining pursuit
of established goals.
Optimism
The final qualitative survey question attempted to explore the PsyCap element
optimism, and asked students: “How do you feel about the future? How will having a
college degree affect you and your goals?”. A total of 169 students responded to this
question and first-round coding generated 34 separate codes refined to 30 including
codes of excited about the future, accomplishment, and listlessness. Three thematic
categories developed inductively from the second-cycle analysis: reasons, positive
mindset, and pessimism. The category of synergy, which had been included with the
other sets of qualitative data, was not included in this analysis, because ultimately
elements of hope were heavily intertwined with the other three categories.
Reasons.
“I feel anxious but excited about the future, I want to succeed by my mental
health is going against me. Having a college degree would affect my goals in a
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positive way. For four years I have wanted to be a nurse. This is something special to
me because I feel like it is what I am meant to do. I love helping people whenever I
can and I am passionate and kind. My schooling means a lot to me.”
“I feel good about my future, I have it well planned out and I am so far meeting
my requirements towards that goal. A college degree is important to me in order to
travel internationally and live in a different country, as well as being financially and
spiritually successful.”
The theme of reasons was intertwined with the PsyCap construct of hope
(specifically goals) and was developed from the students’ focus on outcomes and
benefits of a college degree. The reasons for students wanting to obtain a degree
included specific career requirements, pragmatism, and existentialist growth. Specific
goals were often associated with meeting requirements for a future career, such as
nursing or engineering. Students reported that obtaining a college degree was a
“means to an end” with the ultimate goal being their specific jobs or certifications.
Students without specific career goals often reported pragmatic reasons for obtaining a
degree. These reasons included increased income, job security, and overall stability.
Finally, students reported that their pursuit of a college degree was connected to
existential goals. Students reported that a college degree would give them greater
control over their lives, increase their sense of pride and achievement, and allow them
to follow altruistic goals.
Positive Mindset.
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“I feel great about my future. I already have my career choice in mind and the
many steps that I need to take. Having a college degree will better my chances at a
better future and career. I feel excited.”
“I feel optimistic. Having a college degree will be one of my biggest goals
reached.”
This theme encompassed the general idea of optimism described by Seilgman
(2006) that optimistic individuals reflect on themselves in a positive manner, that
success is within their locus of control, and expect that positive things will happen to
them (Luthans et al., 2007). In envisioning their future, the students were excited and
expecting to accomplish great things. Many described that they already felt a sense of
fulfillment in starting their college career and were eager to continue forward. Hope
was present in these responses as well, as students described increased motivation
(willpower) when they focus on their future and the benefits they saw in having a
college degree.
Pessimism.
“I feel scared for what the future may hold. I feel like if I do not get a degree I am
not skilled or talented enough to get a good paying job. I feel like I have no future.”
“My future is uncertain. Having a college degree probably won’t affect much.
There’s no many unemployed people with diplomas”
Pessimism is considered to be the polar opposite of optimism, with people
holding a pessimistic outlook tend to expect negative outcomes, believe that success is
fleeting, and internalize failures (Seilgman, 2006). Unfortunately, many of the student
participants’ responses had elements of this pessimism, viewing the future as uncertain
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and bleak. Many believed that they would not succeed or that their lives would not be
improved by a college degree, and that they had little control over future outcomes.
Students reported that their lack of academic skills would bar them from completing
their degrees, and stifle success in the future. A similar theme of hopelessness was
present in these responses as well. Students felt aimless, reporting no goals or seeing
no way to become what they wanted to be (waypower). Many students asked some
form of the question “why am I here?” and thought that they were “just going through
the motions” without a clear goal or path.
Conclusion of Results
The quantitative results of this study support two of the three hypotheses,
namely that PsyCap has an effect on academic achievement in the form of GPA, and
this effect appears to be mediated by student academic distress. It is noteworthy that
the results support that this effect is one of complete mediation. The qualitative
analysis presents unique elements to understanding PsyCap and academic success, as
well as hinting at the mediation present with academic distress. Though interesting,
these results are not without their limitations. A review of these limitations, and
discussion about the meaning of these results, will be presented in the next chapter.

.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Since their inception, community colleges have been tasked with offering
increased access to higher education to American citizens, with a focus on serving
disadvantaged students and students belonging to minority groups (Gilbert & Heller,
2010; President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947). It is discouraging then to
see that community college students experience lower rates of graduation and
academic success than their four-year counterparts (Dougherty et al., 2017;
Rosenbaum et al., 2017; Shapiro et al., 2017). Many students experience issues related
to mental health and broader stress related to their academic studies (Beiter et al.,
2015; Quinn, 2014 summarized in Epstein, 2018) and these issues have a negative
effect on college success.
The positive psychology movement has encouraged theorists to investigate factors
related to human wellness and thriving (Seilgman & Csikszentmihalri, 2000).
Following this charge, studies into psychological constructs such as hope (Snyder,
2000) has shown that such psychological resources can protect from academic stress
and bolster success (Flemming et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Krumrei-Mancuso et al.,
2013). Out of this body of research, the theory of psychological capital proposed by
Luthans and colleagues (2007b) suggests that the previously identified positive
psychological constructs of hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism, operate in
tandem as part of a meta-construct known as PsyCap. PsyCap encompasses the
established constructs listed above to form a ‘HERO within’ each of us, a repertoire of
psychological resources that an individual can call upon to respond to challenges and
succeed. Research into PsyCap has shown that the construct has a positive influence
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on a wide range of personal outcomes (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2019), and
research into the application of PsyCap in a broad range of fields in ongoing.
The purpose of this study was to assess if PsyCap has a positively influence on
academic success with community college students. Additionally, considering the
issues faced by community college students, it was important to determine if PsyCap
could have a positive influence on academic distress, or could improve adjustment to
the collegiate environment. To this end, several research questions guided the
formation of this study:
Research Question 1: Does psychological capital have an effect on student academic
achievement?
Research Question 2: Does psychological capital influence collegiate adjustment?
Research Question 3: Does psychological capital influence academic distress?
To investigate these three questions, a quantitative study design was adopted
utilizing a mediation analysis to assess any predictive or supportive relationship
between psychological capital, academic distress, collegiate adjustment, and the
resulting influence on academic achievement using grade point average (GPA) as the
outcome measure. The mediation analysis was chosen to better understand the
mechanisms of effect between PsyCap and GPA, and potential influence of PsyCap on
academic distress and collegiate adjustment. Three hypotheses were developed to
answer the research questions:
H1: There will be a significant, direct relationship with ratings of PsyCap and GPA.
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H2 & 3: There will be an indirect, mediational relationship between ratings of PsyCap
and the mediating variables, specifically PsyCap will have an influence on rating of
collegiate adjustment (2) and academic distress (3).
Summary of Results
The first hypothesis was largely confirmed. The parallel mediation analysis
revealed a significant, positive relationship between PsyCap and GPA with higher
ratings of PsyCap being related to higher grade point averages at the end of. This
suggests that ratings of PsyCap had a predictive influence on GPA outcome at the end
of the semester, though this effect only accounted for a small percentage of the
variance observed. This initial finding confirmed that a significant relationship existed
and justified continual investigation into the mediator variables of academic distress
and collegiate adjustment. Adding the mediator variables to the analysis the model’s
effect size roughly doubled; however, the inclusion of the mediators rendered the
direct path between PsyCap and GPA insignificant. This suggests that, while PsyCap
has an effect on GPA, this effect is not a direct one and is wholly mediated by other
variables. This was surprising, as the research into PsyCap has often supported partial
mediation effects, with PsyCap also having influence on positive outcomes
independent of other variables (Luthans et al, 2015). This was not the finding in this
study.
The second hypothesis focused on the first mediator: collegiate adjustment. It
was expected that PsyCap would positively influence adjustment, which in turn would
have a positive influence on GPA. While PsyCap was shown to have a strong
relationship with adjustment, there was no significant effect between adjustment and
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GPA, meaning that the second hypothesis was not confirmed. No indirect, mediational
effect existed through collegiate adjustment. This was surprising as well, considering
that adjustment to the college environment has been thought to be a predictor for
academic success (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Woosley, 2003). It is possible that this is an
artifact of the time of data collection (see limitations below), or an element related to
the disconnect community college students feel towards their institutions due to
commuting or recent virtual course environments. Either of these points could account
for adjustment not being a significant influence on GPA.
The final hypothesis was confirmed, PsyCap was significantly related to
academic distress, and academic distress was significantly related to GPA. This gives
evidence of an indirect mediation effect between PsyCap and academic adjustment
through academic distress. PsyCap scores were negatively correlated with distress, and
distress negatively correlated with achievement. This offers an explanation for
PsyCap’s mechanism of effect on academic achievement: PsyCap can improve
achievement by reducing academic distress. This result is in-line with the literature
suggesting that PsyCap offers an individual resources that improve personal coping
and encourage success (Luthans et al., 2015).
Additional qualitative data was gathered in order to exposit on the results and
add to the research on psychological capital and the HERO constructs. Student
participants were asked to answer a series of questions related to the constructs of
psychological capital and their experiences with higher education. The responses to
these questions were then analyzed using qualitative coding techniques to generate
common themes. On review, the themes generated matched the research on PsyCap as
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well, with students describing many of the elements of the PsyCap constructs (e.g.,
waypower - an element of the construct of hope). The students reported the presence
of the PsyCap constructs in their lives, and how those constructs influenced their
success. This gives support to the concept of academic PsyCap: psychological capital
unique to the domain of higher education and can influence college success (Avey et
al., 2011b). Furthermore, a common theme amongst the participant responses was the
theme of synergy, or evidence of multiple PsyCap constructs being utilized in tandem.
Indeed, even with the qualitative questions being focused on a single construct each,
participant responses often incorporated one or more of the other constructs in
response. This concept of synergy is foundational in the theory of psychological
capital (Luthans et al., 2007b), in that the PsyCap constructs do not function
independently as individual tools, but instead work together intra-dependently with the
strengths of each construct coming together for success.
While this is encouraging, the qualitative results also included many
worrisome responses. The students reported high amounts of distress, trauma, and
mental health issues, which were impeding their success. Indeed, for each of the
PsyCap constructs, participants were just as likely to describe the polar opposite
construct in their responses: hopelessness, self-doubt, debilitating trauma, and
pessimism. However, these responses support the findings that college students--most especially community college students--- are experiencing interpersonal distress
and mental health issues (Kay & Schwartz, 2010; Katz & Davison, 2014). It is then
reasonable that these interpersonal issues are affecting student success, and an increase
of PsyCap constructs (i.e., giving hope to the hopeless) can improve academic
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functioning. If this holds true, then this offers qualitative support for the above
quantitative results.
In interpreting these results, the possible effect of the COVID-19 pandemic
cannot be ignored. The onset and first year of the pandemic was extremely disruptive
and distressing to the public, forcing people to isolate and heavily modify to their
personal lives (Havey, 2020; Rosenberg et al., 2020). This effect was keenly felt by
college-students. The vast majority of American secondary and post-secondary
students were forced into emergency remote learning (Hodges et al., 2020) for their
education, in addition to the experiencing the same stressful changes as the general
public (Reyes-Portillo et al., 2022). Emerging research suggests that the public, most
especially adolescents and adults transitioning to college, have experienced an
increase in interpersonal distress and mental health issues related to the increased
stress and uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (Figueirdo et al., 2020;
Pfefferbaum & North, 2020; Reyes-Portillo, 2022). Thus, it is more than likely that
this sample of college students, their first time in college and their first time in an inperson classroom in almost two years, were experiencing high amounts of distress
related to both academics and their personal lives.
Answering the Research Questions
The results of this study offer answers to all of the research questions,
identifying that PsyCap had influence on each of the remaining variables. The first
question was the driving force of this study: does PsyCap have an influence on
academic achievement? The results suggest that it does. Higher amounts of
psychological capital (e.g., the HERO within: hope, efficacy, resiliency, and
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optimism) were related to higher grade point averages. This confirms previous
research into academic PsyCap and suggests that PsyCap could have an important
influence on college student success. The positive effect of PsyCap on achievement,
however, was not a direct one. It appears that PsyCap influences success by reducing
academic distress allowing students to cope and succeed. This is important, because it
implies that PsyCap may offer more to students that are experiencing distress
specifically, rather than being a general positive force for college students.
With the second research question, PsyCap was strongly related to collegiate
adjustment, but that influence did not improve achievement. For this sample of
community college students, adjustment to the environment did not predict
achievement at the end of the semester. As discussed above, this is surprising as
academic adjustment has been found to be a powerful predictor of academic success
(Baker & Siryk, 1984; Woosley, 2003) and connected to other important constructs
such as student engagement (Benraghda & Goudih, 2018). It is possible that the lack
of effect of adjustment on achievement found in this study is unique to this sample or
to the current environment with the COVID-19 pandemic (see limitations below). It is
also possible that success in the community college environment does not require
adjustment the same way as 4-year institutions, but more research would need to be
conducted before drawing such a bold conclusion. Even without a direct influence on
achievement, collegiate adjustment likely remains important to interpersonal wellbeing as students navigate a new and stressful environment, perhaps influencing
college success in different ways. Future research should explore these questions.
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The third research question concerned PsyCap and academic distress. In this
study, PsyCap had a negative influence on academic distress as expected. According
to psychological resource theory, positive psychological constructs such as hope and
creativity can limit negative emotional states and increase well-being (Billings et al.,
2000; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002; Wells et al., 1999). PsyCap’s ‘HERO within’
(Luthans et al., 2015), the combination of hope, efficacy, resiliency, and optimism, is a
positive psychological resource that increases personal well-being. It is not surprising
that, as ratings of PsyCap increase, negative emotional states such as stress would
decrease. And, focusing on education, academic PsyCap would be related to
decreasing academic distress. This study poses that this relationship is causal, with
PsyCap offering an individual resources to respond to a demanding college
environment so that they do not become overwhelmed by their studies, or arming the
student with the tools needed to quickly recover if they feel distressed. The results of
this study show that academic distress was negatively related to academic
achievement, and that PsyCap helped counter this effect. This may offer an answer to
the question posed by Luthans & Youssef-Morgan (2019): “how does PsyCap actually
work?”. In this study, it appears that PsyCap increases student success primarily by
reducing student anxiety about their academic studies, increasing their chances of
success. Considering the recent increase in anxiety and stress amongst college students
(Lipson et al., 2019), this is an important finding.
Limitations
The findings of this research study offer an initial step towards future research
on psychological capital and community college students and can contribute to the
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growing body of work on academic PsyCap. While this study is a first step, there are
several limitations that need to be taken into consideration with this project. Several
methodological limitations were identified and discussed in Chapter 3, and further
methodological issues as well as general limits of the data and study design are
presented here below.
Methodological Limitations
While parallel mediation analysis is a powerful method to assess mediation
effects, structural equation modeling (SEM) is generally the preferred method (Baron
& Kenny, 1986; Hoyle 1995). The intention of this project was to utilize SEM to test
the hypotheses, however the final sample size was under the acceptable threshold for
SEM, and so multiple regression analysis was the option.
Parallel mediation itself suffers from several limitations, notably the
assumption that the mediator variables are not causally related. It allows for
correlation, but high levels of correlation between any variables can lead to
multicollinearity and affect the appraisal of their relationships (Hayes, 2018; Kane &
Ashbaugh, 2017). The assumption that the mediator variables are not causally related
can be, at times, a weak assumption. Additionally, causal relationships between the
other variables (e.g., adjustment influencing PsyCap) may better account for the
results or offer new insight. Other methods (testing multiple models with SEM, or
serial mediation analysis) could take this into consideration and offer different results.
Finally, for methodological issues, SEM and other forms of mediation analysis
are frequently utilized in non-experimental behavioral research but are dependent on
assumptions that are almost impossible to confirm in non-experimental study designs
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(Bullock et al., 1994; Bullock & Green, 2021). Without experimental design (and truly
even with it), researchers must be extremely careful in designing students and limit
their conclusions (Bullock et al., 1994; Hayes, 2018). This research project was nonexperimental, and cross-sectional in nature, so true cause and effect cannot be firmly
determined in any of the results.
Limitation of the results
In addition to the above concerns, the results of this study suffer from two
noteworthy limitations: effect and power. Ultimately, the mediational model
accounted for a minor amount of the overall variance. While disappointing, this is
common with mediation analysis (Bullock & Greene, 2021; Tomarken & Waller,
2003), as unknown variables can exert considerable influence on the results. Still, the
effect size of the mediation was quite small, thus the practical application of the results
may be proportionally limited. Finally, the primary finding of this study was a total
mediation effect between PsyCap and academic distress. This is suspect as complete
mediation may be of little value as it assumes no other variables could have also
affected the results (Frazier et al., 2004; Hayes, 2018).
Researchers are recommended to calculate the needed sample size a priori to
ensure the results will have sufficient power (.80 and above) (Frazier et al., 2004).
This researcher attempted this, utilizing multiple sources (e.g., Fritz & MacKinnon,
2007) to determine that a sample size above 200 would be sufficient for this task. Such
a sample can be difficult to obtain (Quintana & Maxwell, 1999), but efforts were taken
to recruit as many participants as possible. Unfortunately, there was a high attrition
rate with the participants likely due to survey fatigue. Because of this, the initial
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sample was only slightly above the noted minimum and dropped below once several
students needed to be excluded due to the GPA confound issue (see Chapter 4). This
necessitated the abandonment of SEM for parallel mediation analysis and rendered
appropriate power analysis unable to be conducted. Therefore, the results are likely
limited in their scope not only by the low effect size, but also by the unknown and
likely low power. Replication of this study with a sample size above 200 would be the
best way to respond to this limitation.
Generalizability of Data
The sample presents several issues that limit the generalizability of these
findings to other community college students. Exploring such a diverse population as
community college students, limitations exist in the transferability and generalizability
of any results to other community college students. Recent research into academic
PsyCap has been international in nature, and while the results are promising, there are
acknowledged cultural effects on these constructs. While the host institution’s
population demographics closely mirror the general demographics of community
college students, the host institution is a unique college that may not be comparable to
other community colleges nationwide. Indeed, the experiences and needs of
community college students attending a much larger, urban, or cosmopolitan setting
may be different than students attending the host institution.
Like most community colleges, the majority of students attending the host
institution attend part-time and are older than traditionally aged students (American
College Health Association, 2018; Townsend & Twombly, 2007). The sample,
however, was mostly comprised of full-time students that were traditionally aged. This
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presents a limitation to the amount of generalizability, as the perspectives of full-time,
first-time college students may be significantly different than that of part-time and
non-traditional students (Zajacova et al., 2005).
Finally, the participant recruitment occurred in the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic. This almost certainly affected recruitment substantially, but the pandemic
also presents a major artifact for these results. Undoubtedly, the pandemic has had a
critical impact on society, causing serious disruption in the day-to-day lives of people,
and this disruption was keenly felt in all levels of the education system (Harmey &
Moss, 2021). Students were especially affected by this disruption, with stress and
mental health issues becoming more prevalent (Wang et al., 2021). No doubt, the
participants in this study were gravely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and this
could influence their perspectives and attitudes in potentially unique ways.
Additionally, the pandemic has had a significant impact on academic performance
across all student groups (Gopal et al., 2021). Thus, this study’s findings may not be
easily generalized to future students or to different educational settings that may not
have had the same experiences or history with such a major event.
Future Research Directions
Understanding the nuance of community college student academic success is
vital in order to help serve this often-neglected population in the field of academic
research. The construct of academic PsyCap may offer a path towards college success.
More research focusing on how PsyCap works in higher education is needed.
Future research should include longitudinal and experimental study designs.
Longitudinal design could respond to the casual limitations of non-experimental data.
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Looking at the effect of PsyCap over time, as well as potential changes to it or other
psychological constructs, is important to assessing the malleability and effect of
PsyCap. Experimental study design can rectify many of the issues posed here, as well
as offering a way to test the success of PsyCap interventions.
PsyCap likely does not exist in a vacuum and the construct’s relationship to
other variables is important to assess as well. Several constructs have been thought to
be related to PsyCap in unique ways, such as creativity and flow being thought of as
potential additions to the metaconstruct (Luthans et al., 2015). Research into the
relationship between PsyCap and other variables such as academic engagement, or
outcomes such as student retention, should be investigated. The effect of PsyCap is
unlikely to be uniform either, so future research comparing effects between groups
(i.e., gender) is important in broadening the theory of PsyCap.
Finally, Luthans and Youssef-Morgan (2019) note that while the effect of
PsyCap has been broadly supported, the actual mechanisms of how it works to help an
individual are poorly researched. This is likely because this is difficult to quantify in a
meaningful way; qualitative or mixed-methods research designs would need to be
utilized. Future research should consider such methods in order to reach a deeper and
more personal understanding of PsyCap and the experiences of students.
Recommendations for Policy
Even with the limitations of this study, and the emerging nature of research on
academic PsyCap, several recommendations for policy can be made.
First, community colleges should assist their students with academic
navigation. Since many students attending community colleges are under-prepared for

127

collegiate studies (Ganga et al., 2018) and often lack academic capital which would
assist them (Winkler & Sriram, 2015), community college policy needs to address
these sources of academic distress. Multiple interventions should be enacted to assist
students. Individualized academic advising regarding course selection and the transfer
process would be a start, but additional academic support should also be included,
such as tutoring services and academic coaching. In addition, students would greatly
benefit from career counseling services to help plan career paths, and assistance in
finding additional funding or scholarships. These services could ease the transition to
college life and reduce academic distress, increasing achievement and retention.
Second, as confirmed by the qualitative data gathered in this study, community
college students are experiencing high rates of psychological distress and mental
health concerns (Lipson et al., 2019; Kleinpeter et al., 2012; Schwartz, 2006).
Community colleges need to have robust and easily accessible counseling services, or
have the ability to quickly refer to a community provider. In addition to mental health
diagnoses, interpersonal issues can exacerbate distress so community colleges should
offer other social services to address food poverty, homelessness, and parental needs
of their students. Beyond this, community colleges should create a general “culture of
caring” (MacPhee et al., 2021) by enacting policies and initiatives to promote a
climate of awareness, inclusion, and support for students experiencing mental health
issues. This should be accompanied with campus wide communications about
supportive services the college offers (both mental health and academically related), in
order to reduce stigma and increase the number of students seeking services.
Improving the mental health and wellness of community college students not only
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would affect success and retention, it also would increase the safety and health of the
student body.
Finally, the results of this study add to the research that shows positive
psychological constructs can increase student wellness and success. However, the
identification of these constructs, and attempts to increase them, often occurs too late
to be of any benefit to students (Krumrei et al., 2013). Community colleges should
take a proactive stance and recommend early screening and assessment for students
during orientation periods, with follow-up recommendations to any of the above
services. Additionally, this assessment could include questionnaires related to PsyCap
or similar constructs. Students with lower scores could be recommended to participate
in exercises designed to increase positive psychological resources. There are a large
number of interventions that have been developed to increase the elements of
academic Psycap, such as efficacy (Luzzo et al., 1999) and hope (Snyder, 2000), but
research suggests that interventions and trainings focused on the broader construct of
PsyCap are more effective than specific interventions (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan,
2019; Seilgamn et al., 2005; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Students could be
recommended to these interventions as a result of screening during orientation or as a
part of academic probation. Even better, interventions designed to increase PsyCap
could be included in first-year orientation coursework.
Conclusions
The purpose of this study is to explore the potential benefit that academic
PsyCap can have for community college students. Research in academic PsyCap is in
its infancy and, to the researcher’s knowledge, there are no studies on academic
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PsyCap and community college students. It is important to identify constructs that
would be an asset to students, particularly community college students who have
traditionally struggled with achieving academic success. To this end, this study
hopefully starts a new direction in higher education research.
PsyCap has been shown to have a positive influence on a number of personal
outcomes, such as academic success. This study lends support that this may also apply
to community college students. Further research should explore the applicability of
these findings to improve students’ lives. However, extreme caution must be taken to
avoid deficit-modeling (Valencia, 1997) in interpretation or application of these
results. The field of educational psychology has a long history of developing
assessment tools and tests to identify where students need support, only to have said
tools be utilized in increasingly harmful ways (see Lowe, 1998 and Leslie, 2000 for a
historical summary of eugenics and intelligence testing). The purpose of investigating
positive psychological constructs is to identify ways to help students, not create
justification for exclusion or inattention.
There is an argument that the influence of positive psychological constructs may not
be uniformly beneficial to an individual at all times. Certainly, having psychological
resources during times of stress would be beneficial; however, some researchers have
wondered if there can be “too much of a good thing” and suggested that the
relationship between these constructs and success become curvilinear at a point
(Antonakis et al, 2017; Hobfoll, 2002). Endless pursuit or focus on reinforcing these
resources, or narrow focus on ‘success’, can diminish other resources or damage other
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important relationships and pursuits. Caution must be taken when making
recommendations for policy, as well as individuals, regarding PsyCap.
Research into PsyCap and its relationship to success is only one question to
explore. In some sense, it is the least important question. If a relationship between
academic PsyCap and community college student success is identified, further
research must be conducted to investigate ways of increasing PsyCap through
intervention and policy. As such, this research should be thought of as a first step into
what needs to be extensive future study to find ways to bolster student success and
increase equity amongst community college students. Without this, PsyCap would be
of little use to students at best or, worse, serve as another factor to negatively label
students and exclude students.
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Appendix A: Measures Utilized in this Study
Demographic questions
What is your age:____________
Will you be the first in your family to graduate from college?
☐ Yes
☐ No
How do you describe your gender identity?
☐ Man
☐ Woman
☐ Transgender
☐ Non-binary
☐ Not Listed
How do you describe your ethnic/racial identity?
☐ American Indian or Alaska Native
☐ Asian
☐ Black or African American
☐ Hispanic or Latino
☐ Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
☐ White
☐ Two or more of the above
☐ Not included on this list
How many hours a week are you working while taking classes? _________
In your household, do you assist with the care of people under age 18?
☐ Yes
☐ No
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Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ)
In the table below, a number of statements describe how you may think about yourself
right now. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement
from your perspective as a college student.
1. I feel confident analyzing a college-related long-term problem to find a solution
2. If I should find myself in a jam in the course of my academic studies, I could think
of many ways to get out of it
3. I usually think of stressful things related to my college as “no big deal”
4. I feel I can handle many college-related issues simultaneously
5. When things are uncertain for me as a student, I usually expect the best will happen
6. I feel confident in representing myself as a student with teachers or administrators
7. At present I’m eager to meet academic goals I have set myself
8. I can deal with college-related difficulties because I’ve experienced adversity before
9. If something can go wrong in college, it will
10. I feel confident in contributing to discussions related to my major or career
goals
11. I approach my studies as if ‘‘every cloud has a silver lining’’
12. There are lots of ways around any academic related problem
13. If I have to, I can be ‘‘on my own,’’ so to speak, in handling academic matters
14. I always look on the bright side of things regarding my studies
15. Right now I see myself as being pretty successful in college
16. I feel confident helping to set college-related targets/goals
17. With regard to my studies, things never work out the way I want them to.
18. I usually manage college-related difficulties one way or another
19. I’m optimistic about what will happen to me in the future as it pertains to college
20. I can think of many ways to reach my current study goals
21. I feel confident contacting other students to discuss problems
22. When I have a college-related setback, I have trouble recovering from it and moving on
23. At present, I am meeting the study goals that I have set myself
24. I feel confident presenting information to other students or my professors
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Academic Adjustment Questionnaire
The following statements refer to personal attitudes and feelings many students may
have with regard to their academic life. Please read each statement and select the number that best describes your feelings regarding you as a college student since the start
of the semester.
1. Lately I’ve been feeling tense or nervous
2. I keep up to date with my academic studies
3. On campus I meet people and make friends
4. Lately I’ve been feeling down and moody
5. I’m very much involved in college social activities
6. I’m happy with my decision to study at my college
7. I have several close social ties at the college at which I study
8. My academic goals are clear to me.
9. Lately I have not been able to control my emotions very well
10. I’m not satisfied with the variety of courses offered at my college
11. I’m satisfied with extracurricular activities at the college
12. Lately I’ve been thinking about seeking psychological help
13. If I could turn the clock back, I’d choose to study at another academic institution
14. Lately I’ve been getting angry far too easily
15. Even if I make an effort, I still don’t do well in school
16. I have difficulty feeling comfortable in connecting with other students
17. I haven’t been sleeping well lately
18. I’m satisfied with the difficulty of courses provided at my college
19. I enjoy academic work
20. I often feel lonely
21. I find it hard to begin working on my class assignments
22. I don’t use study time effectively.
23. The student support services provided by the college meet my needs
24. I am satisfied with my social life at the college campus
25. I have good friends to talk with about problems
26. I have trouble coping with study-related stress
27. I think that my college is a good place to study
28. I’m satisfied with the logistical services provided by my college (e.g., parking
space, public transportation, cleanliness, food)
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CCAPS-62 Academic Distress Subscale
Instructions: The following statements describe thoughts, feelings, and experience that people may have. Please indicate how well each statement describes you, during the past two
weeks, from “Not at all like me” (0) to “extremely like me” (4), by marking the correct number. Please read each statement carefully, select only one answer per statement, and please
do not skip any questions.
I enjoy my classes
I feel confident I can succeed academically
I am not able to concentrate as well as usual
It’s hard to stay motivated for my classes
I am unable to keep up with my school work

Open-ended Survey Question

Students come to study at community colleges with many different goals in mind, and
every student has a unique experience while attending college. Please respond to the
following questions.
* Do you believe you will face challenges in obtaining a degree? What do you think about
these upcoming challenges? [Hope]
*How has your confidence level affected your studies? Do you believe that your confidence
level has helped or hindered your studies? [Efficacy]
*In the past, how have you overcome obstacles to your success? [Resiliency]
*How do you feel about the future? How will having a college degree affect you and your
goals? [Optimism]

Thank you for participating in this study. Your responses are valuable to us as we want to
understand the experiences and opinions of community college students. We hope that
the results of this study will allow us to identify ways to support community college students.
If you have any questions about this study, please contact the principal investigator Kyle
Gamache at kgamache1@XXXX.edu
Again, thank you for your time
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Appendix B: Scale Means, Histograms, scatterplots, and GLM

Table A0: Sample Mean scores for overall scale scores and subscale scores
Scale
Mean
Standard
Deviation
PsyCap-24 (Overall)
3.42
.65
Hope Subscale
3.52
.61
Efficacy Subscale
3.22
.74
Resilience Subscale
3.59
.74
Optimism Subscale
3.37
.82
AAQ (Overall)
5.18
1.25
Academic Achievement Subscale
5.63
1.75
Social Skills Subscale
3.99
1.60
Well-Being Subscale
4.80
2.05
Satisfaction Subscale
6.53
1.40
Academic Distress Scale
2.66
1.00
Note: PsyCap-24 and Academic Distress Scale are based on 5-point Likert. AAQ is based on a 9-point
Likert
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GPA Histogram and Boxplot

qqplot with 95% CI
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AAQ Histogram and Boxplot
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PCQ Histogram and Boxplot
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ADS Histogram and Boxplot
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Scatterplot
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GLM 1 PCQ
Results for PCQ: only hoursworked is statistically significant at the .05 significance
level, but not at the .01 significance level. Therefore no major differences in covariates
for PCQ are observed.
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GLM 2 ADS
Results for ADS: Only age is statistically significant at the .01 significance level, one
category of ethnicity and pell are significant at the .05 level, but not at the .01 significance level. Therefore, age is a potential covariate.
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GLM 3 AAQ
Results for AAQ: age, and poll are statistically significant at the .05 significance level,
but not at the .01 significance level. Therefore, it can be concluded no major differences in covariates for AA
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Appendix C: Quantitative analysis of full dataset (n = 209), including problematic
GPA
Output Item Analysis PCQ (the rows represent items PCQ1 to PCQ24)
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Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for PCQ
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Output Item Analysis ASD (the rows represent items ASD1 to ASD5)

Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for ASD
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Output Item Analysis AAQ (the rows represent items AAQ1 to AAQ28)
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Output Item-total Scale Score Correlation for AAQ

150

Variable PCQ.
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Variable ADS
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Variable AAQ.
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Variable GPA.
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Scatterplots of variable relation

Variable Correlation Matrix
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Appendix D: Code utilized in R

install.packages('readxl')
library(readxl)
raw <- read_excel("C:/Full_Data/raw.xlsx")
View(raw)
summary(raw)
raw$PCQ = rowSums(raw[ , c(10:33)])
raw$AAQ = rowSums(raw[ , c(34:61)])
raw$ADS = rowSums(raw[ , c(62:66)])

process(data = raw, y = "GPA", x = "PCQ", m =c("AAQ", "ADS"), model = 4, effsize
=1, total =1, stand =1, contrast =1, boot = 10000 , modelbt = 1, seed = 654321)

R OUTPUT RESULTS
Summary input:
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Result single mediator AAQ (non-significant indirect effect)



Result single mediator ASD (significant indirect effect)
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Appendix E: Qualitative Coding Results
Hope
“Do you believe you will face challenges in obtaining a degree? What do you think
about these upcoming challenges?”
Initial Codes with number of occurrences
Need support 3
Motivation 3
Radical acceptance 4
Depression 3
Confidence 6
Mental health issues 4
Financial stress 4
General anxiety 2
Poor study 2
Burnout 3

Goals 3
“I love a challenge” 2
‘Rise to a challenge’ 3
Falling behind 2
Bad habits 1
Alternative methods 7
Not prepared 3
Low confidence 3
Outside obligations 2
Waypower 3

Willpower 2
Overworked 2
Time poverty 2
Avoidance 1
Disability
Time management issues 3
Uncertain future 1
Mindfulness 1
Developing coping skills 2

Thematic Secondary Codes and grouping of initial codes
Motivation: Deductive thematic code. Related to Snyder’s (2002) concept of
willpower: motivational drive towards goals.
Motivation
Willpower
Mindfulness
‘Rise to the Challenge’
“I love a challenge”
Goals
Waypower: Deductive thematic code. Same as Snyder’s (2002) concept of waypower:
an individual’s ability to identify barriers between them and their ultimate goals, and
the ability to find alternative paths to success.
Waypower
Development of Coping skills
Alternative methods
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Hopelessness: Inductive thematic code. The participant’s identification of a barrier to
their success, without waypower present. As in, participant sees these issues as
impeding success without having an answer for the challenge.
Mental health issues
Needs support
General anxiety
Financial Stress
Avoidance
Falling behind

Uncertainty
Burnout
Time management issues
Time poverty
Depression

Overworked
Disability
Outside obligations
Bad habits

Synergy: Deductive thematic code. Present with all PsyCap elements, interplay
between the constructs. Specifically, the participant directly or indirectly references an
element of another PsyCap construct.
Confidence [Efficacy]
Poor study skills [Efficacy]
Low Confidence [Efficacy]
Not Prepared [Efficacy]
Radical Acceptance [Optimism/Resilience]
Uncertain future [Optimism (pessimism)]
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Efficacy
“How has your confidence level affected your studies? Do you believe that your
confidence level has helped or hindered your studies?”
Initial Codes with number of occurrences
Weak confidence 2
Stress 3
Confidence leads to
success 2
Failure 11
Increased participation 2

Waypower 2
Overwhelmed 2
Self-fulfilling prophecy 3

High expectations 2
Self-esteem 3
Determination 2

Willpower 5
Optimism 3

Self-doubt 2

Thematic Secondary Codes and grouping of initial codes
Determination: Inductive thematic code. Participants appraise of expectation for
success related to hard-work and focus.
Increased participation
High expectations
Confidence leads to success
Self-fulfilling prophecy
Self-Esteem
Determination
Self-Doubt: Inductive thematic code. Understood as a participants’ lack of confidence,
description of issues preventing their success and uncertainty if they have the skills to
overcome these obstacles.
Weak confidence
Sense of being overwhelmed
Increased stress
Failure
Self-doubt
Synergy: Deductive thematic code. Present with all PsyCap elements, interplay
between the constructs. Specifically, the participant directly or indirectly references an
element of another PsyCap construct.
Willpower [Hope]
Waypower [Hope]
Optimism [Optimism]
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Resilience
“In the past, how have you overcome obstacles to your success? How do you feel
about the future?”
Initial Codes with number of occurrences
Waypower 8
Efficacy 4
Building resilience 3
‘one step at a time’ 3
Managing stress 2
Taking notes 2
Motivation 3

Trauma builds 4
Time management skills
Scheduling
Focused persistence 5
Self-care 4
“Build Back Stronger” 4
Confidence 2

Planning 2
Organizing 2
Peer collaboration 2
Goal focused 6
Optimism 2
Seeking support 4

Thematic Secondary Codes and grouping of initial codes
Bouncing Back: Deductive thematic code. Derived from Luthan’s et al. (2007)
characterization of resilience as a psychological resource. Participants describe their
past difficulties and trauma as giving them skills and confidence to cope with new
issues as they arise.
Focused persistence
“build back stronger”
‘one day at a time’
Trauma builds
Building Resilience
Using Assets. Deductive thematic code. Understood as a participants’ utilization of
assets and skills to respond to risks/stressors associated with collegiate studies.
Seeking support
Managing Stress
Time management skills
Scheduling

Planning
Organizing
Peer collaboration
Taking notes

Synergy: Deductive thematic code. Present with all PsyCap elements, interplay
between the constructs. Specifically, the participant directly or indirectly references an
element of another PsyCap construct.
Waypower [Hope]
Motivation [Hope]
Goal-focused [Hope]

Optimism [Optimism]
Confidence [Efficacy]
Efficacy [Efficacy]
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Optimism
“How do you feel about the future? How will having a college degree affect you and
your goals?”
Initial Codes with number of occurrences
Global positive attitude 3
Goal focused 11
Positive internal appraisal
2
Career focused 14
Uncertainty 8
Global pessimism 3
Stable pessimism 2
Listless 3
Practicality 2
Fulfillment 4

Motivation 2
Excited about the future 8
‘open new doors’ 5

Positive outlook 3
Confidence 6
Accomplishment 2

Positive expectations 8
Financial security 8
Locus of control 2
‘one day at a time’ 3
Negative internal
appraisal 2
Generalized anxiety
Hopeful 3

Increased opportunity 2
Stability 3
Mental health concerns 3
‘why am I here?’ 3
Positive mindset 3
Present-focused 4
Vision 2

Thematic Secondary Codes and grouping of initial codes
Reasons: Inductive thematic code. Coded when participants gave an explanation as to
why they were perusing higher education. Often overlapped with the goal-setting
behavior associated with hope, but also practicality and existential accomplishments.
Goal-focused
Career-focused
Locus of control
Financial security

‘open new doors’
Stability
Practicality
Vison
Increased opportunity

Positive mindset: Deductive thematic code. A general catch-all term encompassing
optimistic thought that was global, stable, and personal in scope. Included opposite
assessments of negativity, in that negative outcomes were specific, transitory, and
situational.
Accomplishment
Fulfillment
Positive expectations
Confidence
hopeful
Positive internal appraisal

Excitement about the future
Positive mindset
Global positive attitude
‘One day at a time’
Present-focused
Positive outlook
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Pessimism: Deductive thematic code. Considered the opposite of optimism, in that
participants assessed negative outcomes as being global, stable, and unique to
themselves, and positive outcomes as fleeting and a result of external factors.
Pessimism
Mental health concerns
Listlessness
negative internal appraisal

global pessimism
stable pessimism
generalized anxiety
“Why am I here?”
Uncertainty
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